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In Thy Light
Life in the Body

F

OR FIFTY YEARS NOW THE CHAPEL OF THE

Resurrection has towered over Valparaiso
University. This striking presence in the
center of our campus testifies boldly to the
university's faith and character. It is actually
hard to walk anywhere here without going
around-or at least past-the chapel.
And it is more than the physical center of
the campus; it is also the heart of this university. We go there to worship together, of
course, but we also gather in its vast nave
with soaring windows and angled walls for
convocations, concerts, and lectures, as well
as for baptisms, weddings, and funerals. We
all came together there one sad September
night in 2001. We recently installed our new
president there. Since its dedication in 1959,
this building has sheltered and structured the
common life of our community.
As part of this university's commemoration
of our chapel and the role it plays here, Prof.
Gretchen Buggeln presented her lecture "The
Shape of a New Era: Valparaiso's Chapel of the
Resurrection in Historical Context." Buggeln
shows us how the Chapel of the Resurrection
is a product of a particular time and place. Its
design reflects both the possibilities and limitations of mid-twentieth century American
culture, but, even in its modern style, it evokes
centuries of Christian theological and liturgical tradition.
Buggeln places the Chapel of the
Resurrection in context. She shows us how
the design was shaped by its age, and how it,
in turn, shapes our community. Jean Bethke
Ehlstain's "The Incarnational Vision of
Marilynne Robinson" is also an essay about

time and place. But instead of focusing on
an enormous building, Ehlstain's reflection
on a great American novel helps us recognize
that it is in the midst of the smallest particulars of our lives-in the most ordinary pains
and pleasures, frailties and follies of everyday,
embodied existence-where the truly extraordinary beauty of the eternal God bursts into
the world.
And in "Transforming Christian Theology,"
Philip Clayton asks how Christians can understand their faith in the circumstances of the
present day and age. We live in an age of doubt
and questioning, in a world where we daily
encounter people who don't think or act like us.
How can Christian theology be transformed so
that it remains meaningful in such an age?
These three essays pose questions about
how we come together as the body of Christ
in whatever place we happen to be-how
we build buildings, perform liturgies, sing
songs, and write books, and how we love one
another-all particular acts of flawed, limited,
mortal creatures who long for the perfect, the
transcendent, and the eternal.
I'm the type who doesn't like change
much, especially in church. I always like the
older hymnal better and the traditional rites.
But times change, and in every time and place
we work out who we are, how we will worship,
how we will spread the Gospel. This is all part
of life in the body of Christ.
Lent is a time to simplify, a time for stripping our lives of externals, of the unnecessary.
Or as Eileen Campbell-Reed writes, Lent is a
time to let go. When we let go, we are freed
to experience beauty and truth and love in
new ways every day. We can know the presence of God in this world and feel the mark
of the cross on our brow. In Lent, we prepare
ourselves for Holy Week and Easter, when we
will remember and celebrate both the death
and resurrection of Christ, events that are part
of history, of time and place. But in this history, Christ transcends history and points us
beyond our time and place. V

-]PO
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The Shape of a New Era
Valparaiso's Chapel of the Resurrection
in Historical Context
Gretchen Buggeln

V

ALPARAISO UNIVERSITY's CHAPEL OF THE

Resurrection was designed and built
during an important time of transition
in church architecture. After the Second World
War, many American and European Christians
believed that the architecture of new churches
was tremendously important, given the uncertain place of Christianity in the fragile postwar world. Edward Mills, a British architect,
captured this uncertainty in the preface of his
1956 book The Modern Church. "The history
of the last fifty years," he wrote, "indicates the
chaos that results when the world turns its back
on Christian ideals. Scientific discovery and
development have our-paced spiritual growth,
and man is no longer able to control his own
inventions. Our civilization is indeed at a crossroads ... the total destruction of the human race
is within the realms of possibility . . . " (15). This
is pretty heavy stuff for the beginning of a book
on church architecture! But Mills hastened to
introduce the hope that Christianity brought, a
message that could cause men to "live together
as brothers." This precarious situation declared
"the need for new methods of presenting [the
Gospel] to the world," and contemporary
architecture, he argued, needed to "play its
part" in revitalizing the church. "If we do not
build churches in keeping with the spirit of the
age," Mills cautioned, "we shall be admitting
that religion no longer possesses the same vitality as our secular buildings" (15). Reformers
6
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urged that, both inside and out, new churches
must offer a fresh solution to the needs of the
day, a solution that should grow organically out
of contemporary life and culture.
A variety of national organizations promoted
the adoption of a new kind of church architecture. Of particular note were two committees of
the National Council of Churches (NCC): the
Commission on Architecture and the Bureau of
Church Architecture (the first more theoretical, the latter more practical). Members of these
NCC committees were largely church leaders, although important architects participated
in their discussions. Among church architects
themselves, two important national bodies were
the Church Architecture Group of the American
Institute of Architects (AlA) and the Church
Architecture Guild. The NCC committees and
the Guild co-sponsored an annual Conference
on Church Architecture as well as international
conferences and study tours.
The introduction of the modern style into
American church architecture during this
period was widely and energetically debated.
Members of these national organizations were
aware that ordinary Americans were often reluctant to abandon traditional church forms. They
encouraged discussion and promoted a new way
of thinking about church architecture through
aggressive educational programming. For example, in 1958 the Church Architecture Group of
the AlA released a 16mm film titled A Place

.-----------------------------------------------~--~---------------------- -

to Worship for distribution to church building
committees around the country (''A Place to
Worship").The thirteen-minute film began with
images of floating clouds and ancient Greeks as
the narrator declared, "since the beginning of
history man has devoted his best creative ability to building his place for worship. In each
period of his history he has built his temple in
the spirit of his time. And his place for worship, perhaps more than any other form of
architecture, is a true expression of his culture."
The film abruptly threw the
viewer into the confusing
speed and congestion of
the modern world: city and
highway noises accompany
a rapid-fire sequence of
scenes of the superhighway,
the industrial city, and the
suburb. "We live in a period
of accelerated change, in the
whirl of a technological revolution with all its untold
human consequences," the
narrator intoned, to this disorienting visual sequence.
With these "modern communities," "modern offices
and factories," and "streamlined cars" the narrator asks, "doesn't modern life require its own
architecture?"
This wasn't self evident to postwar
Americans. Rev. Bill Canaday, of the Park
Avenue Congregational Church in Arlington,
Massachusetts, informed the film's producers that he had booked A Place to Worship but
wanted the lowdown before showing it to his
congregation. "I am wondering whether I
should have previewed it first," he mused. "What
I want to know is whether the examples shown
in the picture are 'good' contemporary design,
giving a fair picture of what we might expect if
we went into contemporary. Of course in New
England Congregationalism, it would have to
be a 'conservative' contemporary, and I am also
wondering whether the film would shock them
out of their wits" (Rev. Bill Canaday to Marvin
Halverson, 12 November 1958).

-

What made a church modern? "Modern"
generally meant a rejection of historical styles,
but it was more than an erasure of the past. The
choice of materials was critical, and because of
an emphasis on "truth" in architecture, visible
structure and natural finishes were common.
Architects used modern industrial materials,
like steel, concrete, and laminated wood beams,
boldly employing their physical attributes and
celebrating their cheapness and efficiency.
Church designers also recognized the impor-

tance of symbols, but insisted that those symbols
be fresh, meaningful, and spare, not the excessive or irrelevant ornament of bygone times.
Critics used terms like "honesty," "authenticity,"
and "simplicity" in their pleas for a new church
architecture. In short, reformers envisioned the
best new churches as buildings that were truly
oftheir own times, ofcontemporary materials in
contemporary forms.
The first attempts at modern church architecture were scattered and not widely influential. In the United States, we might begin with
Frank Lloyd Wright's Unitarian-Universalist
Temple, in Oak Park, Illinois, completed in
1908. Although idiosyncratic, this church was
path breaking in its use of steel-reinforced concrete, a common characteristic of later modern churches. In Europe, August Perret's lacey
Catholic Church ofNotre Dame in Le Rainey,
from the 1920s, showed the potential of reinLent2010
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forced concrete-great volume with strength
and lightness allowed for tremendous stained
glass windows. A 1928 Lutheran church by
Otto Bartning, the leading Protestant architect in Germany at the time, achieved a similar
effect oflight and volume using structural steel.
Another important early European example is
Corpus Christi, Aachen, 1930, designed by
Rudolf Schwarz, a highly influential architect
and theorist both before and after the war. In
Schwarz's work we have not just the use of
modern materials, but a different way of thinking about space and the movement of people
within it-plain, unornamented walls, simple
geometry, a stark contrast of black and white
surfaces, and a luminous interior.
After the Second World War, the modern church architecture movement in Europe
rapidly gained ground, largely because of the
need to replace worship spaces destroyed by
war. These new churches responded to liturgical renewal as well as modernism in architecture. Well before Vatican II, Catholics and
Protestants were moving toward an architecture that would support greater congregational participation, rejecting historicism and
hierarchical forms (most notably, the divided
chancel) . American architects and theologians
looked to the new churches of Europe for
inspiration. The two men who most influenced
the Chapel of the Resurrection's design were
architect Charles Stade and A. R. Kretzmann,
president 0. P. Kretzmann's brother and pastor of St. Luke Lutheran Church in Chicago,
who was passionately interested in church art
and architecture and served as liturgical consultant for this project and many others. Stade
and Kretzmann traveled abroad extensively to
view architecture and art, and they avidly read
journals and international publications covering this new architecture.
In America, too, church building accelerated dramatically after the war, fueled by the
need to keep up with population explosion
in new suburbs. Through the 1950s, however, most new churches were not modern
but "modern Colonial" brick buildings with
white pillars, or even a persistent Gothic style,
8
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for instance the enormous new building Mt.
Olivet Lutheran constructed in Minneapolis
in 1949. In parish church architecture, however, by the late 1950s, modern was winning,
especially in the rapidly growing suburbs of the
Midwest and West.
Charles Stade, the architect of the Valparaiso
University chapel and several other buildings
on campus, including the former Moellering
Library (1957) and Linwood House (1959),
was a young man in the 1950s. Yet he already
had designed many churches, particularly for
the LCMS. Raised in Des Plaines, Illinois,
he attended a Lutheran preparatory school in
Milwaukee, the Universityoflllinois, and finally
Princeton, where he earned his MA from the
architecture school in 1948. At Princeton, Stade
worked with Jean Labatut, a studio instructor
and planner who became Stade's dear friend,
advised on the chapel project and through this
connection became the official consultant for
Valparaiso's east campus expansion .
Stade's brother Robert was a pastor, as were
most of the friends of Stade's youth. When they
were faced with building projects, Stade was the
architect who came to mind. Stade was a thorough modernist-his own home was a shrine
to Scandinavian modern design, down to the
Dansk china and the surfeit of aqua-but he was
not without a critical appreciation of the architecture of the past, and in fact during his time
at Princeton, he had spent the better part of a
year on a fellowship to study the great churches
of Europe, old and new (Barlow, 3 June 2006;
"Modern Church Architecture Defended ... "
1956). Stade came back to Chicago after he
graduated from Princeton and worked first for
a large Chicago firm before setting up his own
Chicago practice in 1951. In 1955 he moved
his practice to Park Ridge, where it remained
until closing in 1981. Over the course of Stade's
career, he designed hundreds of parish churches.
He was precise, restless, cosmopolitan, and wellversed in the Lutheran tradition. Stade joined
the Church Architecture Guild in 1962 and
was president and later a fellow of the American
Society for Church Architecture, a new organization founded in Chicago in 1959.

Stade was not a major national player but
was devoted to the modern church movement,
attending conferences and building exclusively
modern buildings. The Valparaiso chapel was
his most significant commission, and, according
to his daughter, he felt it was his greatest work.
Conversations with the university began in the
fall of 1955, when Stade was just thirty-two, and
he and his associates worked on the initial plans
for nearly a year Qohnson, 22 March 2009).
Jean Labatur also assisted with the design. After

one meeting in 1956, Stade wrote to his mentor: "It was certainly beyond and above the call
of duty to stay up half the night to work on the
chapel" (Stade, 10 April1956).
By the mid 1950s, there were some excellent modern churches in the United States. In
1958, the Commission on Architecture of the
NCC released a list of eighteen "Outstanding
New Churches" erected in the previous twentyfive years, determined by polling noted architects and church workers nationwide. Not all
of the buildings on the list were monumental;
several were noted for their economical use of
materials (such as the Community Church in

San Lorenzo, California, made from a Quonsut
Hut from nearby Camp Parks). Chicago modernist Paul Schweikher's 1951 Methodist church
in Plainfield, Iowa was noted for economy, flexibility, and good design. Many listed, however,
were more monumental structures by wellknown architects. There were three churches
by Pietro Belluschi, a founder of the Northwest
style of architecture who designed some lovely
churches in the Northwest, including Central
Lutheran in Portland.
Two Midwestern buildings on this list are of
particular significance when thinking about the
Valparaiso chapel. The first was Eliel Saarinen's
Christ Church Lutheran in Minneapolis.
Saarinen, a Finnish immigrant and son of a
Lutheran clergyman, designed Christ Lutheran
at the request ofits young pastor, William Buege,
who took the helm in 1946 (and became Dean
of the Chapel of the Resurrection in 1964).
This established, middle-class, Missouri Synod
congregation had been attempting to build
a new church since before the Second World
War. Buege advocated the modern style, both
because of his progressive outlook and his sense
that only modern would be affordable. He had
the gumption to pitch this small parish project
to Saarinen, challenging him to design a spiritually satisfying, inexpensive, modern church for
small, suburban congregation. Surprisingly, the
world-famous and very busy architect agreed to
take on the project.
Critics loved and still love this intimate
space, its unadorned simplicity, sensitive and
dramatic lighting, perfect acoustics, soft colors,
and warm, clean surfaces. Christ Lutheran is
the best of a common type of postwar church:
a long rectangular, high ceilinged, processional
nave with a slightly raised chancel at one end,
a flat or nearly flat roof, and a free standing or
attached tower near the entrance. Saarinen himself had designed a very similar, larger church
for Tabernacle Church of Christ in Columbus,
Indiana in 1942. This is the basic form of
Schwarz's Corpus Christi in Aachen, and many
other European churches well into the 1950s.
This was not a design that Stade preferred for
parish churches, but I think its influence over
Lent2010
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Frank Lloyd Wright, Unitarian Meetinghouse
M~r11~nn~ Wisconsin, 1947

the Chapel of the Resurrection is dear in the
design of the nave and campanile.
The second building that I believe influenced
Stade was Frank Lloyd Wright's 1947 meetinghouse for a Unitarian congregation in Madison,
Wisconsin. Wright famously said of this building that "the whole edifice is in the attitude of
prayer," its triangular roof soaring upwards at
the pulpit end. The warmth of dear light and
natural textures (wood, ceramic, hand-woven
doth) appealed to architectural critics, as did
its formal integrity. Stade was a great admirer
of Wright-his daughter said that one day her
father saw Wright at the Guggenheim Museum
in New York City and he talked about that
chance meeting for years afterwards (Barlow, 3
June 2006). Stade's church for his parents' congregation, Immanuel Lutheran in Des Plaines,
Illinois (1954), demonstrates obvious similarities
to Wright's meetinghouse in the triangular roofline of the chancel end of the building, the use
of bright, dear light, and details such as built-in
brick planters, and patterned geometric window
panes (also features of the Valparaiso chapel).
Stade designed dozens, if not hundreds, of similar churches in the 1950s and early 1960s.
university chapel was a different sort of
commission for Stade, one of remarkable size and institutional importance.
Young as he was, Stade, by this time, was the
de facto architect for the LCMS and a natural choice for the project. Stade and A. R.
Kretzmann traveled around looking at eighty
or so examples of new chapel architecture in
Germany, England, and the US. They would
have seen a mix of things. Campuses across
America expanded rapidly in the postwar years
to accommodate growing numbers of students.
Although campus architecture until this point
tended to be conservative Georgian or collegiate
Gothic, times were changing. Adventurous
work, while not without critics, earned a great
deal of praise, and several new university chapels won national attention.
In Chicago, Mies van der Rohe's chapel
at liT (1952) was a strong expression of the
International Style-rectilinear, steel frame

A

'---- Eliel Saarinen, Concordia Senior College (Concordia Theological

=..:-___
.....__
_Indiana.
_ __Kramer
_ ....::::oi
....... _
_....
-Seminary),
Fort .....
Wayne,
Chapel,
1953-58
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with a precast concrete roof on brick walls.
Another notable chapel of the period was Eliel
Saarinen's round structure at MIT (1955). By
the late 1950s, Bauhaus architect Marcel Breuer
was working on his designs for the large abbey
church at St. John's College in Minnesota, a
modernist landmark still, and it was surely on
Stade's radar. And, although it would take some
time before the building project was finally
complete, the controversy surrounding Walter
Netsch's designs for the Air Force Academy
chapel was underway. Netsch submitted the
design to Congress in 1955, where it met with
the same sort of suspicion that other liberallooking projects of the day encountered, as well
as reasonable concerns about its architectural
value; James Hudnut of the Harvard School of
Architecture dismissed it as "Gothic Revival in
sheet metal" (Minutes ofNCC Committee on
Architecture Meeting, 1 April1960).
One of the most noted new college campuses
of this period, erected just about the same time as
our chapel, was the work of Eliel Saarinen's son
Eero, Concordia Senior College in Fort Wayne.
In designing this campus, Saarinen drew inspiration from a drawing of an early North German
village. The chapel, with its steeply pitched roof,
and interior reminiscent of his father's Christ
Lutheran in Minneapolis, bears a significant
resemblance to the hundreds of A-frame parish
churches Stade designed over his career.
Lutherans as a whole were leaders in the
modern church architecture movement. A
pan-Lutheran group founded the Lutheran
Society for Worship, Music, and the Arts in
Chicago in 1957. This progressivism came as
something of a surprise to outsiders. The artist Albert Christ-Janer, writing in 1962, suggested that "one would expect this Church, so
orthodox in theology and so conscious of its
Old-World origins, to cling more tenaciously
than any other to traditional forms in architecture. Instead, Lutheran congregations have
led the way in the contemporary approach
to religious design, often electrifying conservative communities with their modern
churches." "In tradition bound America,"
he wrote, "the modernism of the Lutherans

comes as something of a shock" (Christ-Janer
and Foley, 127) .
Theodore Gill, writing for Christian Century
in February of 1958, enthusiastically praised
the new construction at Valparaiso. Gill found
the chapel, then under construction, to be
excellent in design, detail, and workmanship.
The new union, completed in 1955, he deemed
"Finnish as a sauna," high praise indeed! Gill
thumbed his nose at only one new building
on campus, the dormitory for the deaconesses
(Huegli Hall), which he called "embarrassingly
'contemporary"' (Gill221-3).
Valparaiso's decision to build a chapel in
the modern style was a choice of practicality
as well as taste. As Stade himself noted, modern was far cheaper to build than neo-Gothic,
which would have been completely beyond
this university's means, particularly for a structure this size ("Modern Church Construction
Defended ... "). And the chapel was not, like
the small structures at MIT or liT, primarily
an intimate space for meditation, but a space
intended to accommodate an assembly of the
entire community everyday. Much of the design
of the building, such as the size of the altar rail
and the number of exterior doors, demonstrates
the need to move people through quickly.
Two other churches are commonly cited in
relation to our chapel: the Church of the Nativity
in Bethlehem and Basil Spence's new Coventry
Cathedral in England. In the Cresset of May
1957, A. R. Kretzmann claimed that the Church
of the Nativity in Bethlehem was the inspiration
for the overall form of the chapel, in particular the raised, circular chancel. This church was
probably built by Constantine in the early fourth
century. It was destroyed and rebuilt in the sixth
century, and what we know about the original
building now is largely based on archaeological
studies. Although not all A. R. 's information
about this early church was accurate, the Church
of the Nativity did have a long nave and a raised,
circular element at one end (Hamilton 1947 was
his principle source in 1he Cresset article). So
there could be reason to believe that our chapel
was inspired by this source, particularly since A.
R., in print, claimed that it was.
Lent2010
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I took this alleged historical inspiration
at face value until I looked back at my notes
from a conversation with Martin Marty in
2006. Marty knew Stade well (Stade designed
a church for Marry's first parish in Elk Grove
Village) and visited Valparaiso during the chapel's construction. My cryptic note from Marty
regarding the Church of the Nativity connecDrawing of what the
Church of the Nativity in
Bethlehem might have
looked like (Hamilton 1947).

tion was: "A. R. made this up to get 0. Pout of
trouble" (Marty, 23 June 2006). Marty recently
confirmed that indeed A. R. told him this when
they (along with Ted Gill who was preparing
his Christianity Today article) visited Valparaiso
in late 1957 or early 1958 to view the chapel under construction (Marty, 18 September
2009). Apparently, the chancel design was originally the product of the need to move a couple
thousand students through the Lord's Table in
fifteen minutes, not a response to any historical
model. Although Stade, A. R., 0. P, and the
architecture committee liked the design, "they
were taking flak because no one had ever seen
anything like it" (Marty, 18 September 2009) .
In response to this skepticism, A. R. went home,
looked in his extensive liturgy-architecture-arts
12
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file, and found the Bethlehem Chapel. A. R.
and 0. P were pleased with this historical precedent, and that is how the story started.
The important thing here isn't the order of
historical influence as much as the fact that,
despite the modern design, historical precedent
still mattered to many people. 0. P and A. R.
both had a strong sense of liturgy and Christian
history. As did Jean Labatut, who wrote to "Dr.
Kretzmann" in September of 1956, regarding
the altar, "that excellent composition you suggested to Charles Stade reminded me of my
last visits to St. Sernin" in Toulouse, France,
and Labatut forwarded a postcard picture of a
late eleventh century marble altar (Labatut, 14
September 1956). A. R. had the kind of mind
that ranged all over the place, making connections and drawing references. He was intently
interested in symbolism, and he looked backward throughout Christian tradition for meaningful forms and icons. This might seem on the
surface to clash with modernist preference for
organic architecture and disdain for historical
models, but many architects and theologians
didn't see it this way. Looking back to the origins of the Christian church for first practices
was quite common at this time-it was the
intervening historical styles that were problematic. And the Chapel of the Resurrection is, at
least in terms of the large processional nave and
separate, raised chancel, an ancient form.
The second building often mentioned in
connection with our chapel is Basil Spence's
Coventry Cathedral in England, built to incorporate, poignantly, the ruins of the medieval
parish church of St. Michael, bombed in 1940.
This comparison is indeed striking, particularly the monumental size of the buildings,
the zigzag in the nave wall, and the similarities between our star-shaped chancel and the
star-shaped "Chapel of Unity" at Coventry.
Although this cathedral was not completed
until 1962, Spence won the design competition
in 19 51, and his designs circulated widely. I am
certain that Stade and Kretzmann were aware
of these designs, although the parallels are far
from exact. Stade does something different, for
instance, with the nave windows. Rather than a

flat window panel connecting the piers, Stade's
windows are L-shaped in cross section. This was
a favorite technique of Frank Lloyd Wright,
who liked to make corners disappear.
One of the most striking aspects of Valparaiso University's chapel is the contrast between
the silo-like baptistery, the long, processional
nave, and the high, star-shaped chancel. On

Spence, competition drawings for Coventry, 1951

the one hand, this demonstrates the multiple
functions of this space-for both assembly and
worship. It is also, a modernist would argue,
not very modern. I think this assemblage of
spaces is important for what it conveys about
faith and history in this particular community. So, finally, as a means of understanding this building, I want to turn to the writings of the German architect Rudolf Schwarz
and think about this form of worship space.
In 1938 Schwarz published a thoughtful and
influential book Vom Bau der Kirche (The
Church Incarnate), translated into English in
1958. Schwarz set out a typology of church
plans (based on the organization of people
within worship space, relative to the altar). He
contrasted the circle, in which people gather
around a center (Ringkirche, inwardness), with
the rectangle, in which the congregation processes forward, facing the front but not each
other (Wegkirche, the journey). This was not,
at least in Schwarz's buildings, a strict dichotomy. A single Schwarz church, as Richard
K.ieckhefer argues, could suggest processional
movement, community, and contemplation all
at once (256).

According to Schwarz, worship spaces must
invoke both "lastingness" (stored up history)
and process. His most spectacular design was
the fanciful "cathedral of all times," a schematic
showing a quiet, circular space joined by a processional tunnel to a burst of light. This form,
according to Schwarz, contained within it the
whole of Christian history in the fullness of
time. It was not, according to Schwarz,
a plan that human beings could actually
build-not an expression of facts but of
deep knowledge at the bottom of things.
The beauty and power of the "cathedral
of all times" idea is intriguing, and we
might use it to think about the Chapel
of the Resurrection in these terms: a circular baptistery where a bond of community is formed; a processional nave,
where members of the community join
in assembly and in a forward, purposeful
march; an ascent to a sparkling chancel,
a joyful, light-filled space where a large
circle of people face each other in communion.
The people of God then descend back down
to the relative darkness of the nave, seeing the
newly visible light from the side windows facing them upon their return.
I believe applying Schwarz in this way
can help us understand the Chapel of the
Resurrection, the work that it does in its community of faith, and why it has, for fifty years,

Rudolf Schwarz,
conceptual drawing of the
cathedral of all times (1938)

done that work so well. I will dose with a
quote from Charles Stade, as he was finishing
the plans for the chapel and surely thinking
about cathedrals: "We hope the next generation will be able to say 'they built as well and
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truly as the cathedral creators of the past did
in their day .. .' If the next generation can say
that about us, then today's architecture has
succeeded" ("Modern Church Construction
Defended ... "). ;

Author's Note: This essay was originally presented
as a lecture to the Christ College Symposium on
24 September 2009. I would like to thank Jesse
and Ramsey Stade Barlow for their conversation
and the generous gift of architectural books from
architect Charles Stade's personal library. Also

Gretchen Buggeln is the Phyllis & Richard
Duesenberg Chair in Christianity and the Arts
and Associate Professor of Humanities and Art
History in Christ College at Valparaiso University.

thanks to Martin Marty, who shared his memories of the chapel construction project and has
been wonderfully helpful with my research on
postwar churches.
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The Incarnational Vision of Marilynne Rob inson
Challenging Sovereign Selves
Jean Bethke Elshtain

M

ARILYNNE RoBINSoN's LONG-AWAITED

second novel, Gilead, enjoyed enormous critical and popular success
when it was published in 2004. Critics took note
of the rich delineation of her protagonist, Rev.
John Ames, a seventy-six year old pastor with a
failing heart, a young wife, and a seven-year-old
son he would never see grow up. Seventy-four
of those seventy-six years were spent by Ames in
the little town of Gilead, Iowa, the sort of place
lampooned viciously in American literature in
the work of sarcastic debunkers like Sinclair
Lewis and H. L. Mencken. Little towns of this
sort were said to be sites of small-mindedness,
ignorance, pretense, vicious backbiting, holierthan-thou bombast, and unthinking patriotism
fueled by the superstitions of vacuous religious
belief. There is a counter-literature too, ofcourse,
that casts the small town under the penumbra
of a roseate glow: here Thorton Wilder's Our
Town comes to mind. Rarely, however, was the
small town the setting for a meticulous exploration of the human condition framed by intelligent religious belief, the sort of belief that had
worked through challenges to belief. This belief
is no unthinking embrace of dogma, but a faith
burnished through intellectual contestation and
sometimes searing, sometimes quite ordinary,
human experience. One might see this as exemplary of what I have called "the redemption of
everyday life" and what philosopher Charles
Taylor calls "the affirmation of ordinary life."
But what is affirmed, what is redeemed?
Within the intense framework of one apparently unremarkable life, Gilead displays just

how remarkable life is and how the ordinary
becomes extraordinary, if one's vision is incarnational, or touched by the incarnational,
rather than located in the desiccated world
of modern disembodiment or excarnation, in
Taylor's language. How does one make this
case? Here things become rather unexpectedly difficult for this reason: an incarnational
vision cannot be reduced to an argument or
a set of tenets. It is a modality of experience,
a "social imaginary" (Taylor again), the sea in
which one swims-or not, as the case may
be. Indeed, to speak about the unremarkable
being remarkable, or the mundane as a form
of redemption, indicates that one is attuned
to the incarnationality of human life and the
world. Were one not thus attuned, one would
write in a different way, experience in another
modality, and be quite cool to any claims that
flow from the language of redemption in the
first instance. What is at stake here, then, is
not only one extraordinarily reflective life-as
Rev. Ames writes a long letter or message to
his young son to better explain the father to
the son at some point in the future when the
father is gone and the son is old enough to
understand and to appreciate what his father
was all about-but an entire world and understanding of the "self" not as a sovereign self
but as a dialogic self-identity forged in and
through relationships and encounters and dialogues both "inner" and "outer."
This wants explaining. In a recent book,
I unpack the dimensions and pretensions of
modern sovereign selves, selves that are a
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law unto themselves, are construed as selfsufficient, are not intrinsically social and
dependent on others for their very being
(Sovereignty: God, State, and Self Basic
Books, 2008). Such selves, I claim, exist as so
many mini-sovereign states, as if the classical
version of the state had been parceled in to
tiny micro-states of one. Now the genealogy
of this view of the self is extraordinarily
complex, of course, but all of us at this point
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in time can identify features of the sovereign
selves in the lives we are living or are enjoined
to live: lives as monistic, voluntaristic selves.
On some level, I suspect we also know that
this understanding of the self is really not
credible. Yet we cling to it, it "names" us as
Millian subjects defined by the sum total of
our "choices." The language of the sovereign
self is the language of wants, choices , and
rights often construed as wants rather than
as something deeper and far more serious.
Another idiom in which the sovereign self
speaks is that of expressive individualism,
for what matters at any point in time is the
reading of my interior barometer.
16
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We enter a different world of the self in
Gilead, a world so richly limned that we are
dazzled and challenged at one and the same
time. Before I unpack this in depth, I think it
important to say something about the "politics" of Robinson's novel. Sometimes politics
shouts at us from the mountaintop, stomps up
and down noisily, and demands to be heard.
At other moments, politics insinuates, creeps
up on eat's paws. We find ourselves noticing its
palpable presence before us despite the fact that
we missed the entrance, so unassuming was it.
So it is in Gilead. The novel is not in any blatant
sense a political novel; it is not being didactical,
polemical, ideological, or partisan. Were one to
quiz readers of Robinson's incandescent novel
along these lines: "Where did you find politics
in Gilead?" I suspect the answer would reference the protagonist's grandfather, caught up
in the tumult and violence of the Civil War.
And one could note the by-now nigh requisite
instances where "race, gender, class," that tired
trio of expectables, comes into the picture. Bur
this is so much shadow play: the real "stuff'' is
elsewhere.
Were one to name this philosophically a
term like ontology would come into play. In
theological circles, the anthropology in the
novel would be noted. We've been enjoined for
years now not to speak, as we once did, about
theories of human nature, for that puts us on
the dreaded ground of "essentialism," a very
big no-no. But there are many ways to speak
of what we are enjoined not to speak about. A
great writer-and Robinson is a great writerhas the creative freedom to enflesh that which,
for most laborers in the halls of academe, exists
at best on the level of pale abstractions, so many
ghosts at the banquet. For Robinson's writing
is incarnational, embodied, in full recognition
that human beings are not gnostic spirits but
fully ensouled bodies in the Christian understanding that animates her writing, gives it
its beauty and thickness, its lyrical evocations
of the pain and pleasure of all flesh. I hope to
convince you that this is where the moral-and
political-gravamen of the novel lies, raising
questions about the possibility of enlivening

and recuperating traditions. In the words of
Albert Camus, "Without tradition the artist has
the illusion of creating his own rule. Here he is
God" (Camus 74). Robinson knows the writer
is not God. The politics of all this is subtle and
nuanced, but it is there nonetheless.
To respond we need to be alert to the tradition that gave rise to such a remarkable person as
Rev. John Ames. It is a tradition both Christian
and American; Calvinism, American evangelicalism, the frontier spirit-a heady mix that
may yield both zealotry-or something akin to
it, such as Ames's Abolitionist grandfather who
literalized giving all thou hast to others and
made common cause with John Brown, arming
himself with both rifle and Bible-and hardened
skepticism, such as Ames's brother who studies
the higher criticism, goes off to Germany and
loses his faith. The former yields, in the person
of his grandfather, a severity and strenuousness
in ethical matters. The latter is a step en route to
what Charles Taylor names as "exclusive humanism" of the sort that turns on "euthanasia of the
imagination." (2007, 53). Between these poles, a
life lived in and through faith and open to grace
goes on in the person of Rev. Ames. Through it
all, Ames affirms the "sacredness of the human
creature" (91), a sacredness most fully manifest
in the human face, especially the face of the
infant. "You feel your obligation to a child when
you have seen it and held it. Any human face
is a claim on you, because you can't help but
understand the singularity of it, the courage and
loneliness of it" (66). All of this has something
to do with incarnation, he tells us, with God so
loving the world and declaring it good and the
human creature very good.
The exquisite particularity of physical
being shines through as Ames describes the
slightest and simplest of things. One of my
favorite instances of this sort involves a simple
scene of play on the yard:
I saw a bubble float past my window,
fat and wobbly and ripening toward
that dragonfly blue they turn just
before they burst. So I looked down at
the yard and here you were, you and

your mother, blowing bubbles at the
cat, such a barrage of them that the
poor beast was beside herself at the glut
of opportunity. She was actually leaping into the air, our insouciant Soapy!
Some of the bubbles drifted up through
the branches, even above the trees. You
two were too intent on the cat to see the
celestial consequences of your worldly
endeavors. They were very lovely. Your
mother is wearing her blue dress and
you are wearing your red shirt and you
were kneeling on the ground together
with Soapy between and that effulgence
of bubbles rising, and so much laughter. Ah, this life, this world. (9)

We need to be alert to the tradition that
gave rise to such a remarkable person as
Rev. John Ames. It is a tradition both
Christian and American; Calvinism,
American evangelicalism, the frontier
spirit-a heady mix that may yield both
zealotry and hardened skepticism.
Such evanescent moments fly by so fast,
escape our notice so often. But "Ah, this life,
this world." Here we glimpse Rev. Ames's deep
love of the world. No one who evokes the world
so lyrically can help but love it deeply. But are
we not enjoined to forsake the world-even
to spurn the temptation of its beauties-in
Christianity? This is a regnant view, certainly:
the believer as spoiler, cramped and cribbed,
crushing the temptations of the beautiful and
the playful. It is easy enough to find such characters littering Christian history-though most
frequently in lampoons than in the complexities of lived Christian lives. The story of asceticism is far more complicated than a tale of self
and world hatred. Be that as it may, one cannot inhabit the "social imaginary" of exclusive
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humanism and be attuned to the transcendent
moments within immanent realities as is Rev.
Ames . John Ames gives voice to this recognition when we writes in his "letter" to his young
son, "One great benefit of a religious vocation
is that it helps you concentrate .. . if I have any
wisdom to offer, this is a fair part of it" (7). It
is this attunement, even at a tender age, that
leads Ames, his siblings, and some neighbor
children (also "pious") to baptize a litter of
cats. A fear that the kittens would be "borne
away still in the darkness of paganism . . . worried us a great deal" (22). Those kittens needed
baptizing! Remembering the occasion, Ames's
memory is palpable, tactile:
I still remember how those warm little
brows felt under the palm of my hand.
Everyone has petted a cat, but to touch
one like that, with the pure intention of
blessing it, is a very different thing. It
stays in the mind. For years we would
wonder what, from a cosmic viewpoint,
we had done to them. It still seems to
me a real question. There is a reality in
blessing, which I take baptism to be,
primarily. It doesn't enhance sacredness,
but it acknowledges it, and there is a
power in that. (23)
That power is surely unavailable to the versions ofexclusive humanism that reject altogether
the possibilities of grace, blessing, and sacrality.
There is no other way to put this recognition. A
standard way of operating is to say something
like, "Oh, but of course, there is an entirely
secularized version of the experience Ames
describes," and then to offer some analogue. But
that cannot be the case, surely, because Ames's
intention was the "pure" one of "blessing" and
if you reject that out of hand you cannot share
what Ames describes without remainder. Any
other idiom is not up to the task, for rejection of
the form of attunement and attention that Ames
depicts precludes moments or occasions of the
sort that call forth the blessing in the first place.
I take this to be an example of the sort of thing
Taylor is after when he speaks of a "fullness" that
18
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"comes from a power that is beyond me" (Taylor
10. Prayer is the first example Taylor cites of such
experiences of fullness). The singular frame of
the Trinitarian God makes possible the richness
of Ames's experience of this life. So powerful is
this experience that Ames cannot accept that
the nexus between immanent and transcendent,
between this-world and the other-world, will
be severed altogether at the moment of death.
Surely not!

A

mes's suffusion of this life with moments
of the life everlasting leaps off the page in
moments that are tinged with a sense of
longing and loss, on the one hand, and anticipation and acceptance, on the other. "When you
read this," he writes to his imagined grown son,
"I am imperishable, somehow more alive than I
have ever been, in the strength of my youth, with
dear ones beside me. You read the dreams of an
anxious, fuddled old man, and I live in a light
better than any dream of mine-not waiting for
you, though, because I want your dear perishable self to live long and to love this poor perishable world, which I somehow cannot imagine
not missing bitterly ...."(53) . The ephemerality
of the world heightens its beauty; its transience
spurs us to make permanent, or as permanent as
human beings can make, memories and experiences, moments when the transcendent breaks
through into the immanent or, perhaps better
put, when that transcendent moment is vouchsafe to us. "I know this is all mere apparition
compared to what awaits us, but it is only lovelier for that," Ames observes. "And I can't believe
that, when we have all been changed and put
on incorruptibility, we will forget our fantastic
condition of mortality and impermanence, the
great bright dream of procreating and perishing
that meant the whole world to us. In eternity
this world will be Troy, I believe, and all that
has passed here will be the epic of the universe,
the ballad they sing in the streets. Because I
don't imagine any reality putting this one in the
shade entirely, and I think piety forbids me to
try" (57). Recalling the "feeling of a baby's brow
against the palm of your hand"-that moment
of blessing again-evokes in Ames a declaration:

"how I have loved this life ... " (56). Existence
is nothing less than a delight: his young son's
existence is a delight to him, he is delighted in
the child's being, his incarnality. This is perhaps
the most keen exemplar of the delight Ames has
experienced throughout his life at the particular existence of others, especially in moments of
blessing, recognition, and repose.
For the love of God and mortal love are not
"separate things at all," Ames insists. Those who
prise them apart, who set them in opposition,
err. (Ames doesn't note, but I shall, that his
lucid, simply-put observations put paid to those
traditions or portions of traditions that set such
loves in opposition.) "If we can be divinely fed
with a morsel and divinely blessed with a touch,
then the terrible pleasure we find in a particular
face can certainly instruct us in the nature of
the very grandest love. I devoutly believe this
to be true" (204). Mother Theresa of Calcutta
often said that, to her, every dying untouchable
lying in a gutter was the face ofJesus; every child
dumped in an alleyway or a trashcan, a precious
gift. This recognition also works in reverse. That
is, every particular human face also reminds us
of the divine face and divine love, connecting,
yet again, the immanent and transcendent, the
perishable and the imperishable, the mutable
and the immutable. "We participate in Being
without remainder," he tells his son ( 178).
As to how to continue to believe in the
midst of widespread unbelief, how to locate
oneself within a tradition many reject, indeed
heap vituperation upon, here Ames is fascinating and no doubt controversial, especially for
academic philosophers who want proofs and
arguments of a certain sort and tend to equate
such with reason tout court. Ames, who has
read the higher critics, who has worked his way
through Schleiermacher, Feuerbach, and the
others, understands that if you get into a game
with skeptics of a certain sort you are playing by
rules that guarantee you will be on the defensive
from the get-go. Not only that, you will wind
up distorting the very thing you hope to salvage or to secure. Noting that the many attacks
on belief that "have had such prestige for the
last century are two" are in fact "meaningless,"

Ames writes to his son that "I must tell you this,
because everything I have told you, and them,
loses almost all its meaning and its right to
attention if this is not established" (144). The
"insidious notions" Ames has in mind include,
first, that religion and religious experience are
illusions and, second, that the fact that you are
participating in it is an illusion. Ames finds the
second "more insidious because it is religious
experience above all that authenticates religion,
for the purposes of the individual believer"
(145). Acknowledging the difficulty of avoid-

Every particular human face also
reminds us of the divine face and
divine love, connecting, yet again,
the immanent and transcendent, the
perishable and the imperishable, the
mutable and the immutable.

ing the trap of arguments about proofs, Ames
stresses just how often it is the case that staccato
and exaggerated repetitions of religion's failures
or hypocrisies undermine people's trust in their
own thoughts and expressions of belief, including "believing in the essential dignity of their
and their neighbors' endlessly flawed experience of belief" ( 146).
Don't get caught in the trap, he advises his
son, for nothing true about God can be said
either from a stance of excessive self righteousness or "from a posture of defense" ( 177).
"Well," he writes, "I have had a certain amount
of experience with skepticism and the conversation it generates, and there is an inevitable futility in it. It is even destructive. Young people
from my own Rock have come home with a
copy of La Nausee or L'Jmmoraliste, flummoxed
by the possibility of unbelief, when I must have
told them a thousand times that unbelief is possible. And they are attracted to it by the very
books that tell them what a misery it is. And
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they want me to defend religion, and they want
me to give them 'proofs' . I just won't do it. It
only confirms them in their skepticism" ( 177).
Does this means Ames is a simple fideist, echoing Tertullion's notorious "credo ut absurdam"
rather than Augustine's subtle "credo ut intelligam"? Not at all, as I have already made clear.
Ames is a capacious, restless, and avid reader. He
has worked his way through the great skeptics
and critics. What he understands is that they
are working with a flawed understanding of the
nature of religion, Christianity specifically, and

Who lives the political life? Human
beings, of course, and we are creatures
of a certain kind, bodies both blessed
and broken, as Rev. Ames reminds
us throughout.
hence of religious belief. God is treated as an
abstract metaphysical first principle and then
one sets about demonstrating that there is no
"proof" for the existence of any such thing. Or
God is cast as deus ex machina-preposterous,
so they claim, in the light of modern science.
And, even were God such, this God would
be cruel beyond belief given all the horrors of
history-bad theodicy added to bad theology,
although they are, of course, of a piece. (Here
Ames puts me in mind of Dietrich Bonhoeffer's
reflections on who God is for us today and
Bonhoeffer's attack on the abstract metaphysics
of one strand of Christian theology.)
What is vital then? Drop the proof game .
"Don't bother with them at all. They are never
sufficient to the question, and they're always
a little impertinent, I think, because they
claim for God a place within our conceptual
grasp" (179). No, the point is to "Let your
works so shine before men." One here recalls
the musings of late antique observers of the
fragile, early Christian communities, communities that cared for the vulnerable, that took
in exposed children and raised them as their
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own, that succored the ill and dying: "See how
those Christians love one another." It isn't a
matter of arguing from premise to proof: it is
a matter of love, in the final analysis.
This brings us full circle back to the theme of
embodiment and incarnationality-the heart of
the matter in Robinson's great work, or so I have
claimed. What claims might this work make
on us, whether as believers, skeptics, or critics?
As a political theorist, I am alerted, first, to a
persistent frustration for many of us who write
about political matters and that is the abstract
nature in which politics is theorized. Perhaps
I have put that badly. Obviously, one cannot
conceptualize without abstractions, without
concepts that help lead us to the more general
from the particular, and so on. ''Abstractedness"
is a better word: arguments that begin on some
lofty plane far removed from lived life and stay
there. Forever. Never descending to the realities
of political life as a lived reality. It is that sort
of thing I have in mind. Who lives the political
life? Human beings, of course, and we are creatures of a certain kind, bodies both blessed and
broken, as Rev. Ames reminds us throughout.
We are on the ground of human nature
again, and this is where an exclusive humanism often makes a terrible mistake, one visible
to us as it is played out in much contemporary political theory. Political life is reduced
to a single overriding principle-there is a
monistic thrust to such arguments and what
Dietrich Bonhoeffer calls "life's polyphony" is
lost altogether. Here it is important to remember that St. Augustine insisted that plurality
simply is the human condition-by which he
meant our recognition of the extraordinary
diversities of creation and of human being and
yet our ability to see commonalities through it
all. Today we find pluralities and polyphonies
giving way to single notes played repeatedly
and to single principles covering all. Twentyfive years ago I explored many of these issues
through the prism of the public and the private. More recently I have done so by unpacking the meanings of sovereignty-or sovereignties. The modern sovereign self, as I noted
above, is profoundly at odds with the self on

display in Robinson's text. The sovereign self is
not the "body, blessed and broken," for there
is neither blessing nor brokenness in contemporary evocations of self-sovereignty.
One version of self-sovereignty leads to utter
control over the bodies of ourselves and others
to the extent that such control is possible. The
language of conquest, control over, self-ownership prevails. Characteristic of all projects of
self-sovereignty is a "triumph over" something,
nature being one of the chosen antagonists. All
versions of contemporary self-sovereignty feature a monistic, voluntaristic notion of the self,
the self"as one" with its projects. In the world of
hard self-sovereignty, the self stands alone, sans
any mutually constitutive relationship to the
world. Relationships are seen as incidental to
the self, not essentially definitive of one's identity. The messiness, incompleteness, paradox,
and shortcomings of the world are treated with
a kind of scorn. The self is proud, characterized
by superbia. The self lives in a world shorn of
transcendence. The contrasts with the self and
selves on display in Gilead could not be more
stark. Rev. Ames is vulnerable-to weariness,
grief, fear, envy, apprehension, anxiety as well
as joy, delight, blessing, beauty. Sovereign selves
must be iron clad, as invulnerable as possible.
This is rather akin to Charles Taylor's "buffered
self" of modernity, one who gives autonomous
order to his life.
The implications of all this-whether we
are sovereign selves or "broken and blessed"
selves-are enormous, too large to explore here.
Let me conclude by noting that Gilead features
one of the most powerful concluding sentences

of any novel in recent memory. It seems best to
end with those words from Robinson through
her wonderful character, Rev. John Ames:
"I love this town. I think sometimes
of going into the ground here as a last
wild gesture of love-! too will smolder
away the time until the great and general incandescence.
''I'll pray that you grow up a brave man
in a brave country. I will pray you find
a way to be useful.
''I'll pray, and then I'll sleep." (247) 1
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University of Chicago Divinity School. This essay
is based on a talk presented to the panel, "For
the Love of the World: The Political and Social
Thought of Marilynne Robinson" at the Annual
Convention of the American Political Science
Association, 29 August 2008.
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A REAL PRESENCE
Verena's face, a weathered board
Gouged rough and grainy,
Ripples when she laughs,
Becomes a cunning net
That captures everything.
She's slowing down
Now, shuffles more
From side to side
Than straight ahead,
Like a safe budged forward.
Whatever Rena loves
Sticks with herCrazy aunts long dead,
Schools bulldozed, counry fair,
Every mongrel dog she ever fed
She's tucked away somewhere.
''And when I'm hauled to glory,
I'm taking it with me!
Whatever I've loved down inside my bones
I won't give up.
I'll smuggle it past death to God,
If he will let me."
Rena, don't forget me.

Charles R. Strietelmeier
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Transforming Christian Theology

Phillip Clayton

OON AFTER MY CONVERSION I
was asked to be a "counselor"
at a Billy Graham Crusade.
From TRANSFORMING
I served in this role many times,
CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY:
which I suppose means that I have
"won many people for Christ."
FoR CHuRcH AND SociETY
The biggest crusade I participated
in took place in a large sports staCopyright© 2009
dium. When the evangelist called
for people to convert to Christ and
Fortress Press.
the organ started to play "Just as I
Reproduced by special
Am, without One Plea," counselors like me would gradually stand
permission of Augsburg
up all over the stadium and make
Fortress Publishers.
our way to the altar that had been
set up in front. (They never told us
this, but obviously this huge group
of people that was popping up all
It went: "God says it in His Word. I believe it
over and walking to the altar would give the
in my heart. That settles it forever."
audience the impression that about a third of
The trouble is, not only for new converts
the people who had come to the meeting were
but also for a very large number of committed
converting to Christ. You'd almost feel left out
Christians and seekers, that doesn't settle it forif you didn't go forward!) We could all recogever. Each of us encounters some doctrines, or
nize each other by a particular sign, so we could
some points in our lives, where believing is not
tell who had actually come forward to get conquite so easy, where the doubts refuse to depart.
verted, and we each picked a convert to counsel
Some questions and concerns are relatively trivby standing on his or her right side. Mter we
ial, and some remain amorphous, but a few are
explained Billy Graham's Four Spiritual Laws to
much more serious and much more precise. As
our convert-candidates, we prayed the Sinner's
an example of the first, relatively trivial kind, I
Prayer with them, and they were saved. We
well remember being a teenager and thinking, "I
had to make sure that they were safe from any
know every word in the Bible is supposed to be
doubts that Satan might bring to them the next
true. But somehow I just have trouble believing
day (like, "Was that for real?"). So we would
that women should have to cover their heads in
have them memorize a simple jingle to help
church 'because of the angels"' (1 Cor. 11:10).
them hold out against the devil's temptations.
Apparently (according to some scholars) Paul
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thought that if the women in church left their
heads uncovered and the angels saw their long
hair, it would cause the angels to lust, that is,
feel sexual attraction toward them. "Are angels
really the kind of beings that struggle with lust
when they see a woman's long hair in church?" I
wondered. Paul's main reason was different: ''A
man ought not to have his head veiled, since he
is the image and reflection of God; but woman
is the reflection of man" (v. 7). I didn't find this
reason convincing either. I discovered, however,
that my conservative friends and pastors didn't
appreciate questions like these.
Other doubts reflect more fundamental
concerns. Some of these are profound, such as
the lifelong struggle with the problem of evil and
suffering. A few years ago a woman sat in my
office and described how her sister had slowly
and painfully died of bone cancer. She had big
doubts: "Let's suppose that God can and does
answer our little prayers, like helping us find
a date or a parking spot. If God is able to do
supernatural things like that at any time, then
why did he do nothing while my sister slowly
died? He must have had some particular reason
to make her suffer and die like this. But what
could that reason have been? Was she somehow
more wicked than the people who don't die of
cancer?" In the end, she told me, ''After watching what my sister went through, I just can't
believe in this God anymore."

Return to a Thinking Faith
ften, the way the debate is set up confronts thinking Christians (and nonChristians also) with an impossible
choice. Those on our right seem to be saying,
"Believe, or shut up," while those on our left
argue, ':All religious believing is absurd. Humans
just can't know anything about matters of ultimate reality or ultimate value." According to
them, religious belief only leads to dissent, to
distraction, and ultimately to religious wars and
fundamentalism. It's better simply to trash the
whole thing, or at best, allow religion to add a
little warm, pastel coloring to the admittedly
rather cold and indifferent universe that science
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offers us. "Still," they add, "it's fine if you want to
send your kids to Sunday school (or have them
bar or bat mitzvahed, if you're Jewish), since a
little exposure to religion might help make them
more moral people. Just don't let them take the
stuff too seriously." Many in our society today
experience this dichotomy as a complete stalemate. Both sides are unattractive, we feel. And
yet we wonder whether there can even be a third
option.
I believe that this dichotomy is simply false.
There is a third option. In fact, a whole rich
world of options lies between scientific reductionism on the one hand and an uncompromising belief-without-doubts on the other. Two
relatively minor adjustments open up this space
for postmodern believing. One of them involves
reordering believing and belonging; I return to
it in the next section. The other involves giving
up the assumption that doubts should be viewed
as sin. Having questions about inherited beliefs
is not a sign of a willful spirit, spiritual immaturity, or moral turpitude. It is simply the way
that mature human minds work as they struggle
to integrate the various facets of their experience
into a coherent whole.
This is such a simple step, and yet it is at
the same time immensely liberating. Many of us
have unconsciously imbibed the principle that
doubting always means sinning, without ever
realizing what we have swallowed. I remember
gradually recognizing this fact after reading Gary
Gutting's book, Religious Belief and Religious
Skepticism. There Gutting affirms that religious
belief requires "a total commitment to its implications for action that is incompatible with continuing reflection on its truth" (Gutting 107).
According to Gutting, it is "simply foolish" to
"[give] up everything for a belief that I think
requires further discussion and evaluation"
(108). But I'm just not convinced that the commitment needed for action is incompatible with
continuing reflection. Why can't I continue to be
a disciple ofJesus in my actions, while sometimes
encountering doubts in my thought? Can't I be
faithful to Jesus' Way even while I am struggling
with many of the doctrinal claims from within
the theological tradition? Here I would prefer

to follow S0ren Kierkegaard, who in Concluding
Unscientific Postscript quotes Lessing:
Thesis 4: Lessing said: If God were holding complete truth in his right hand and
in his left a singular and always restless
striving after truth, a striving in which I
would err for ever and a day, and if he
dire.cted me to choose between them, I
would humbly ask for his left hand and
say, Father, grant me this, for pure truth
belongs to you alone. (in Chamberlain
and Ree 248)
The amazing thing about allowing ourselves
to acknowledge doubts, I have found, is that
over the long haul it does not increase doubting but actually helps to decrease its frequency
and severity. It's like other areas in life: when we
attempt to sweep things under the table or hide
them in the closet, they somehow start festering; their influence increases and gradually they
begin to dominate in a very negative fashion.
They just won't stay hidden. By contrast, when
we bring our fears out into the open and examine them by the light of day, we often find that
they are rather less intractable. After all, during
the light of day we can consult with friends,
teachers, and pastors; we can read books on the
subject; and we can bring the whole powers of
our own mature reflection to bear on the problems. When we're in the closet, we just can't see
clearly enough to do these things!
If we are allowed to bring the full range of
our adult problem-solving capacities to bear on
our doubts, we can often find some constructive
ways through our difficulties. After all, many of
the questions that people ask us, and that we
ask ourselves, involve serious issues that deserve
careful attention. The net result is often that we
can distinguish then what lies at the heart of our
own religious life from the issues that lie more at
the periphery, with the result that the doubting
becomes less destructive that we had thought.
One result of responding in this way is that we
become much more able to listen to the doubts
of others and to respond intelligently to their
questions than we would have before.

Belonging, Behaving, Believing

hat brings me to the second major feature
of postmodern believing. I first learned
this from Phyllis Tickle's fantastic book,
The Great Emergence (Baker 2008), but it is now
so widely cited on the Web that most people
have forgotten where it comes from. Like many
other people, I was taught that the only route
to being a disciple of Jesus-and indeed, the
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The amazing thing about allowing
ourselves to acknowledge doubts is that
over the long haul it does not increase
doubting but actually helps to decrease
its frequency and severity.

only route to any serious Christian identitywas believe, behave, belong. Many of us have
been told from the very beginning to build our
lives around the verse, "If you confess with your
mouth, 'Jesus is Lord,' and believe in your heart
that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved" (Rom. 10:9, NIV). So we first sit down
and try to believe the Christian propositions
that people tell us we should believe. (In more
conservative Christian circles, this means that
you have to believe that Scripture is the inerrant Word of God. Once you believe that, you
are committed to believing a very large number
of propositions indeed!) Then we try to behave
in line with all these propositions. Generally we
are told that obedience is always "by the grace
of God." Still, we know that if we mess up, it
sure isn't God's fault! Finally, only when things
are going well with the believing and behaving
can we really belong, that is, be a member of the
Christian community in good standing. When
things aren't going that well, we feel that we
really shouldn't be there.
Like many others, I have found these
marching orders to be the cause of rather continuous guilt. We know that we want to live the
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"Spirit-filled life"; we want to "live by grace"
and to enjoy a "victorious Christian walk with
God." But then we encounter some rather steep
demands among the items on the list of what
we're supposed to believe and do. I, for one,
kept stumbling over the phrase in the Sermon
on the Mount, "Be perfect, therefore, as your
heavenly Father is perfect" (Matt. 5:48). You've
got to admit that sets a pretty high standard

We want to be his disciples. It doesn't
matter that we doubt, wander, wonder,
and frequently knit our brows in
confusion and despair. We are where
we are. Perhaps we, like Martin Luther,
can "d o no other. "

for the believe, behave, belong game. When, for
whatever reason, we begin to worry that we
aren't quite living up to the standard, we start
to ask whether we really belong in the body of
God's Chosen. If they let us in at all, we'd better seat ourselves in the very back row of the
church, preserving the forward rows for the
holier members of the congregation. (Indeed,
some of us fear that the Moral Patrol may show
up at any instant to remove us from the sanctuary, since we don't really belong-there in the
first place!)
A postmodern understanding of religious
believing in general, and of Christian discipleship in particular, reverses the order. I don't perfectly understand all the details of Jesus' Way,
and I know that I don't perfectly follow what I
do understand. But for cultural, historical, and
personal reasons, it is the way that I have seen
God. There is no other way that is a live option
for me, and dispensing with the attempt to seek
and to know God through Christ is somehow
just not a live option. As Simon Peter said to
Jesus at one point, more in perplexity than as a
resounding statement of faith, "Lord, to whom
26
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[else] can we go? You have the words of eternal
life" (John 6:68) . One can even repeat those
words in times of despair. As Martin Luther
said, perhaps also with more perplexity than
bravado, "Here I stand; I can do no other. God
help me. Amen!" (Rae 276).
And here is the liberating insight: in that I
find myself on this Way, I already belong. I may
not be certain about many of the beliefs, and I
may find myself continually falling short. I may
have troubles with the institutional church. But
I can't help belonging to that group of people
who are associated with this Way, just as I belong
to the One who somehow first found me. The
life given through grace by One who transcends
me is not driven by the motor of my believing;
its fuel is not the quality of my behaving. Nor is
it primarily about the particular denominational
membership that I may use to identify myself.
With all our warts and uncertainties, some of
us just find ourselves with an attraction to this
figure Jesus, or with powerful religious experiences associated with him, or with moral and
political convictions in which his teachings play
an irreducible role. That belonging comes first.
We want to be his disciples. It doesn't matter
that we doubt, wander, wonder, and frequently
knit our brows in confusion and despair. We are
where we are. Perhaps we, like Martin Luther,
can "do no other."
Years ago, a wise Presbyterian pastor named
Blair Moffett tried to convince me of this point.
I was a graduate student in religion and philosophy at Yale University and struggling with
doubts. I told him I wasn't sure I could become a
member of his church, because I wasn't sure that
I could really affirm all the sentences new members were supposed to say out loud when they
joined. It makes me smile to think of it now, but
I even wrote out detailed philosophical critiques
of those few short sentences in the Presbyterian
hymnal. Blair tried to convince me that it wasn't
about getting all the details right up front. We
join others who find themselves on the Way, and
then, as we walk together, we struggle to clarify
our beliefs and to get clearer on our calling and
on the nature of the One who calls us. In the
end, as it turned out, Blair was right.

Always Already on the Way

don't think this point really sunk in for me
until some years later, when I found myself
standing in front of a large group of young
Muslim students in Yogyakarta. I had traveled
to Indonesia to speak to an interfaith conference. On the second afternoon I was to be
"the Christian speaker" who, along with two
Muslims and a Jew, would address the topic of
the nature of the human person. As one would
expect from any good young theology professor, I had carefully researched my topic and had
prepared a brainy and rather abstract talk on the
major tenets of Christian theological anthropology. But as I looked out over the faces of
the three hundred eager and intelligent Muslim
students, it finally dawned on me. Whatever
doubts and worries I might have about my own
believing and behaving (and I had many), however problematic "Christian identity" might
seem to me, in their young eyes I was indisputably a representative of Christianity. Suddenly
I realized that the niceties didn't really matter. They knew me as one of the followers of
Jesus, whom people call "Christians," and they
would judge me in that light. I also knew that
I wanted to be numbered among his followers.
It would be downright dishonest to duck out of
this role into some safe place of neutrality and
agnosticism in order to nurse my philosophical
worries.
At that moment I finally got it: the belonging, the identification with Jesus' Way, comes
first, not last. Many of us realize that we are
somehow already there as soon as we stop to
think about it. "Here I am; I can do no other."
We know the behaving matters, bur it doesn't
come first; it's not the precondition for belonging. I belong because of grace. Grace is immer
schon da, as the German theologians say-it's
"always already there."
The concern with behaving always comes
second. I knew I had to try to act in a Jesus-like
way with this group of impressionable young
students; the details of my believing would
have to sort themselves out later. (Or not.) For
the moment, my task was to offer a more posi-
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tive portrait of a Jesus-follower than they had
encountered before. My Christian predecessors
had done horrendous things to Muslims over
centuries and centuries of our common history.
The first step of behaving, I suddenly knew,
was to admit how wrong these crusades were
from the standpoint of the Jesus-Way. I threw
away my prepared text and stepped up to the
microphone to express my sorrow over what we
Christian believers had done, and continue to do,
to Muslim believers. As one identified with this
Way, I had to start my talk on human nature by
acknowledging our wrongs and expressing my
sorrow about them.
That, in short, is the lesson of postmodern Jesus-discipleship: belong, behave, believe.
It's not as neat and pretty as the account I was
taught when young: "get your beliefs right, then
get your life in order, and then you can join
us." But then again, human existence is rarely as
black and white, as neat and pretty, as we were
taught when we were young. t

Philip Clayton is Professor of Religion and
Theology in the School of Religion of Claremont
Graduate University. This essay is a selection
from his recent book Transforming Christian
Theology published by Augsburg Fortress (www.
augsburgfortress.org).
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WHAT SHALL I OFFER THEE?
What shall I give 0 Lord to thee
And to thy church, thy spotless bride
What portion of my means shall be
My offering to the crucified?
0 blessed Savior when I see
In vision cross-crowned Calvary
What can I give-what offer make
As fitting gift, for thy dear sake?
What rather Lord can I withhold
From thee who gave all to me
What service hard-what treasured gold
Upon thine altar offer free?
Oh Savior dear, no gift of mine
Could ever be compared with thine
What alms or labor can I give
Like dying love, which bade me live?
What shall I bring, Oh sacred heart
Which beats for sinners-love divine
Let me not feebly offer part
Nay let my life be wholly thine?
Thus, blest redeemer at Thy call
Let me with gladness offer all
In Thy dear service wide and free
To give and give, unselfishly!

Mary Southers
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The Risks of Risk Avoidance
Peter Meilaender

T

WO NEWS ITEMS, ONE DEALING WITH

domestic politics, the other with foreign
affairs, have dominated this last week
of 2009, as I write. The first is the Senate's
Christmas Eve passage of its version of a
h ealth-care reform bill; the second was the
attempted terrorist attack upon Northwest
Airlines Flight 253 by the Nigerian Islamist
whom Mark Steyn so eloquently dubbed
the "Pantybomber." In different ways, both
of these issues illustrate the increasing difficulty of successful governance as we move
deeper into the twenty-first century. That difficulty stems from a combination of, on the
one hand, the public's slowly but persistently
increasing demand that persons be protected
against risks of all sorts with, on the other, an
expectation that those risks be minimized by
agencies that are in important respects incapable of doing so successfully.
Consider first our attempt to reform the
health-care system. That system is bedeviled by
two important problems: significant numbers
of people without health insurance and rapidly increasing health-care costs. In my view,
the second of these is more basic than, and
indeed largely responsible for, the first. But
of course nobody asks me, and congressional
reform efforts have focused primarily on the
uninsured. There are no doubt many reasons
for this. (For one, it is easier to solve: just pass
a law requiring everyone to buy insurance!)
Among other things, however, this decision
reveals our deep attachment to the very concept of "insurance" as the foundation for a
health-care system. Health insurance makes
excellent sense for catastrophic care and for
large, unexpected expenses. But there is no
particular reason why insurance should be the

mechanism for funding routine sorts of medical care such as check-ups, blood work, tests,
and so on. As David Goldhill argued in his
excellent Atlantic Monthly cover story ("How
American Health Care Killed My Father,"
September 2009), such care is comparable to
dental work, for which few of us carry insurance. Our automatic, almost unconscious
assumption that access to insurance must be
the core of health-care reform reflects a general societal mindset, an aversion to risk and a
desire to see those risks assumed by someone
else-often, the government.
Reaction to the Pantybomber incident
reflects the same urge to minimize risks,
which in this case unfortunately assumed farcical dimensions. Within about twenty-four
hours of the attack, we were learning that as a
new safety precaution-chosen, presumably,
because the bomber had readied his explosive surprise while concealed in the airplane's
restroom just ,before its descent-passengers
would no longer be permitted to use the restroom during the last hour of international
flights, but would have to remain in their
seats. This, of course, is completely absurd, if
not an exquisitely refined form of tyrannysurely even government bureaucrats learned
in their yo uth that "when ya gotta go, ya gotta
go." Fortunately, reason has at least partially
triumphed, and this rule appears to have been
modified, though at the time of this writing
it is anyone's guess what the regulations actually are. (Homeland Security Secretary Janet
Napolitano reassures us that they are "designed
to be unpredictable.") Obviously, just as it is
easier to force everyone to buy health insurance than to figure out how to restrain costs
in our immensely complex health-care sysLent2010
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tern, it is also easier to tell passengers to stay
in their seats than it is to hunt down disaffected Islamists. Again, though, the reflex to
minimize risk by even the silliest of rules is
symptomatic of a broader social instinct.
It is hardly a novel observation that contemporary society is characterized by deepseated risk aversion. Of interest to me here
is the profound problem this poses for governance. For in reality, many of the most
pressing contemporary threats are of such
complexity that no one actually knows, or
could reasonably be expected to know, how to
negate them. As a consequence, public aversion to risk dooms governance, understood in
terms of national policy-making or legislation,
to failure. Certainly this is true in important
respects of both health-care and the war on
terror, quite apart from one's general policy
preferences. Whether one prefers to force
everyone to buy insurance regardless of its
affordability, or whether one aims at controlling costs for people whose expectations for
health require a veritable fountain of youth,
the truth is that our health-care system is so
enormous and complex that no one can predict with any certainty the consequences of
large-scale reform.
By the same token, whether one prefers to
strap airline passengers into their seats or to
fire missiles at terrorists hiding among antiAmerican Muslim populations, there are no
sure-fire policies for preventing future terrorist attacks. Other problems either currently or
projected to be on the Obama agenda-financial crisis, climate change, immigration-are
of similar complexity, and attempts to "fix"
them through national legislation are equally
likely to produce unintended consequences.
Critical problems of the contemporary world
exhibit complexity of a scale that exceeds
human reason's capacity adequately to comprehend and manage.
Voters' expectation that political leaders
should solve these complex problems has led
to increasing political volatility. George W
Bush's re-election was supposed to indicate a
mandate. Then Democrats thought Obama's
30
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election signaled a lasting re-alignment.
Now the GOP hopes that his plunge means
the tide is turning their way again. In fact,
voters are wishing a plague upon both parties' houses, because they think that neither
can solve their problems. The voters are not
entirely wrong, but the fault does not lie simply with the parties.
ut perhaps, one might say, it has always
been thus. People have always faced
problems more complex than they could
understand, and human life has always been
a race to prevent the current looming danger
from becoming the one that finally does us
in, a race in which many peoples throughout
history have finally fallen. In a sense, this is
true-it is always tempting to exaggerate the
special, unprecedented character of our own
time and place. Still, I suspect that as a sociological phenomenon, the conscious experience
of confronting insoluble problems has become
qualitatively different under conditions of
modern life. Partly we have been the victims
of our own success-the greater our scientific
and technological prowess, the higher our
expectation that we can solve any problem.
But more than just rising expectations are at
work. For modernity-and here the earlier
issue of risk-aversion becomes relevant-has
also in important respects increased individuals' social and political vulnerability.
One of modernity's important effects has
been to dissolve the networks and communities in which people traditionally found support in times of trouble-families, churches,
neighborhoods. In large part this is due to
increased mobility. At times even our own
public policy successes have contributed to
this disintegration, as with Social Security,
which has loosened the bonds that previously
tied generations together. The result has been
to leave the individual citizen with a greater
feeling of vulnerability. And so as other communities that might protect him against
threats and risks diminish, increasingly he
looks for security to the one power that still
seems able to provide it-the state.

8

back who subdued him-just as the one parUnsurprisingly, therefore, when the state
tially averted tragedy on 9111 was the work,
itself seems overwhelmed by the scale of contemporary problems, citizen frustration and
not of any government agency, but of citizens
dissatisfaction increases. It is important to
on the spot.
note that my point here is not the familiar
These examples may seem too simplistic
one about the limits of the nation-state. It is
to suggest any policy solutions. But the urge
to find a "policy solution" for problems whose
common to argue that issues such as global
complexity exceeds the grasp of human reawarming, nuclear proliferation, and globalson-to think that we can assuage our vulized trade cannot be effectively addressed by
the nation-state and therefore require
new modes of transnational or global
People have always faced problems more
governance. That is not my suggestion. Indeed, if my argument here
complex than they could understand, and
is correct, such a move would only
exacerbate the problems we face by
human life has always been a race to prevent
increasing their complexity exponentially. Figuring out the US health-care
the current looming danger from becoming the
system is difficult enough. Attempting
to formulate policies or legislation to one that finally does us in, a race in which many
address problems on a global scale
peoples throughout history have finally fallen.
would require a truly godlike perspective. Indeed, nothing more clearly
indicates a certain dangerous tendency
within modern politics than do remindersnerability if only we pass the right national
heard most often, though not exclusively,
legislation, or create the right institutions of
from the environmental movement-of our
global governance-is itself part of the probso-called moral responsibility to "save the
lem. As in a properly functioning market,
planet." That is a responsibility we should not
there is more wisdom dispersed throughout
wish to shoulder. We would not, in any case,
our political and social systems than can be
be up to it. We have enough trouble saving
harnessed by a single legislature. Instead of
our own downtowns.
leaders who promise to solve our problems,
we need a dose of humility about the process
What is needed, rather, is precisely the
opposite: decentralization to take advantage
of problem-solving itself. I would wager that
of local knowledge, better forms of what
many citizens-even if they do not realize
Elinor Ostrom, co-winner of the 2009 Nobel
it-are ready to support a political party that
Prize for Economics, has called "polycentric"
has the courage not to minimize our risks for
models of governance. The insight is familiar
us, but instead to create decentralized mechaenough, having received its classic formulanisms that enable us to minimize them for
ourselves, and in the process to breathe new
tion in Tocqueville's account of American
democracy. Consider our two opening examlife into American democracy. f
ples again. What is the most effective form
of assistance for someone with a sudden and
unexpected health need? The support of family, friends, and neighbors. And what prevented the Pantybomber farce from becomPeter Meilaender is Associate Professor of
Political Science at Houghton College.
ing tragedy? A passenger seated a few rows
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Phantom Pain
David Lott

W

HENEVER A MAJOR NATURAL DISASTER

strikes, media outlets inundate us
with pictures and stories that pull
viewers this way and that, from desperation
and hopelessness to inspiration and hope. One
of the most disturbing reports I have heard
in the wake of the devastating earthquake in
Haiti detailed the extraordinary numbers
of amputations that doctors are performing
on victims whose limbs have been crushed.
Such operations are not unusual under such
circumstances, but the reporter explained
how Haiti's poverty-stricken society, with few
treatment options at its disposal, has a pattern
of neglecting and marginalizing amputees. As
the country struggles to recover and rebuild, it
also will have to grapple with rethinking of itself
as an "amputee society" and using its already
stretched resources on the amputees' behalf.
One despairs all the more over Haiti's
plight when even a country as resource rich
as the United States struggles with its own
growing amputee population-mostly from
wounded soldiers returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan. The numbers of US military
amputees escalate during wartime, especially
so during our recent wars as medical science and battlefield rescue operations have
advanced in sophistication, saving the lives of
men and women who in earlier conflicts might
have died from their grievous wounds. Most
American military personnel can at least hope
to return to their former lives even though
their jobs, families, and communities may not
all be well equipped to deal with their special needs, both physical and psychic. News
reports about these American soldiers usually
focus either on the miraculous advances in
prosthetic devices or on the scandalous fail32
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ures of military and medical institutions to
deal adequately with their needs.
What receives little attention, however, is
the discomfort amputees experience in their
missing limbs and the efforts by physicians to
deal with it, a phenomenon known as phantom pain. According to New Yorker writer Atul
Gawande, "Doctors have often explained such
sensations as a matter of inflamed or frayed
nerve endings in the stump sending aberrant
signals to the brain" ("The Itch," The New
Yorker, 30 June 2008)-that is, the sensation
is a disorder of the body's receptors, whereby
one receives sensory data. But Gawande writes
that recent research suggests that the problem
is likely due more to issues of perception rather
than of reception.
Working from this perspective, some doctors are successfully treating amputees with
phantom-pain sensation using a mirror box. In
this therapy, according to Gawande, patients
"put their surviving arm through a hole in the
side of a box with a mirror inside, so that, peering through the open top, they.. . see their arm
and its mirror image, as if they had two arms."
Exercising their intact limbs over a period
of time, their sense of phantom pain gradually subsides, and they perceive their mirrored
missing limbs as if they were shrinking into
stumps or even disappearing altogether. In
treating this as a problem of perception rather
than reception, these doctors acknowledge that
what once was considered a physical, neurological issue is something altogether different.
Doctors must be trained to help the amputee's
brain incorporate new information-perceptions-into mental pathways that are already
well established.
eRecting on how these medical advances
might mitigate the horrors of war and
natural disaster, I wonder if a parallel to
the phantom-pain phenomenon has emerged
in our society since Barack Obama's inauguration last year. For what seems like an eternity,
we have been hearing-and feeling-the outrage and pain that our fellow Americans are
experiencing over a host of issues. And nearly
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everyone who speaks of this pain and outrage
feels compelled to remind us that these feelings "are real."
From my home in the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Washington, DC, I don't have
to go far to see several different sides of this
situation. For instance, if I walk just twelve
blocks due west, I find myself at the entrance
to the US Capitol, where in recent months I
more often than not have seen groups of protestors gathered to express their opposition to
health-care reform. They carry signs bearing
slogans such as, "I want my country back! "
These placards don't explain where their bearers think "their" country has gone or who has
taken it away. But somehow, in the few short
months since Barack Obama's election and
inauguration, they seem to have experienced
a loss that they perceive as being as traumatic
as an amputation.
If I walk less than half that distance north
or east, I am in neighborhoods whose residents
have felt marginalized and abandoned for not
just months but for generations. Joblessness
and homelessness are part and parcel of their
lives. For many of these folks, health insurance, pensions, and retirement savings are
wishful thinking. Violence, diabetes, AIDS,
and other plagues have left some of them
amputees as well, or all too well acquainted
with the losses of early death. Obama's election was the first time many of them really
understood the United States as "their" country too, but the hope it beckoned for them is
still far from a full reality, and the pain of their
lives remains palpable.
Anyone who hasn't felt at least frustration, if not outright anger, over the bank bailout, the health-care debate, and other contentious issues of the past year, hasn't been
paying attention. The despair and anger of
the precarious middle class over losses of job,
home, health insurance, or pension is as "real"
as the financial losses caused by the economic
recession. But the rage many express is not
simply about their straitened economic condition, but about a perceived loss of status,
privilege, and cultural standing. Some blame

advocates for the impoverished and dispossessed, and often even these very persons who
are wrestling with their own losses, losses
that are generational and chronic and linked
to race, class, immigration status, and other
marginalizing factors. Thus, we hear sniping
about "elites" and assertions that "health care
is a privilege, not a right." People complain
about the undeserving instead of caring for
the underserved. Indeed, it appears that the
newly dispossessed middle class is experiencing a good deal of phantom pain amidst these
other hurts and grievances.

When pain is attached to the concrete
loss of houses, savings, and jobs, we can
at least hope they will be restored at
some point in the future. But when our
losses are inchoate, then we are more apt
to respond with rage and confusion.

o speak of our current populist unrest in
terms of phantom pain is not to dismiss
it as unreal but, rather, to take it seriously. When pain is attached to the concrete
loss of houses, savings, and jobs, we can at
least hope they will be restored at some point
in the future. But when our losses are inchoate-an ache or a sensation of something no
longer there that makes itself apparent in
ways that refuse succor-then we are more
apt to respond with rage and confusion, and
our first instinct may be to seek relief from
these sensations by demanding treatment of
the "receptors"-those places where the institutions of government and civil society most
directly touch us.
Often those who pledge to relieve our suffering eagerly acknowledge the "realness" of
our pain but propose to assuage those bruised
nerve endings with packages of tax cuts and
entitlement benefits. They simultaneously
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promise both more personal rights and greater
restrictions on those who threaten our privileges and security, promises that are mostly
incoherent political pandering.
While these programmatic fixes may
address a policy issue, treating our deeper suffering as a problem of reception usually only
provides very temporary relief for our society's
phantom pain, leaving sufferers dissatisfied
in the long run. The need for respite always
increases, and usually it is beyond our capacity to alleviate.
Perhaps we should look instead to the
example of the neuroscientists who have
devised the new treatment of phantom pain in
amputees. Even as we try to help people with
their material needs, it is essential in a democracy to address the deeper despair. For that we
will have to change perceptions, letting go of
what is no longer and never will be by holding a mirror up to our society and helping
one another focus on what is and continues
to be. In gazing steadily on what we still have,
we can place our losses in new perspective
and gain hope for a less painful future. The
mirrors that can help provide the healing we
seek already exist among us-they are in the
words and actions of our best-respected elders
and the brightest of our young as well as the
most thoughtful of our politicians and pundits and preachers and professors. Likewise,
artists, poets, novelists, musicians, and other
performers have always helped us to perceive
our lives anew.
And, yes, we even have a mirror in the
rubble of Haiti, where the suffering is so great
that to hold it up as a reflection on our own
losses is to provide a perspective that dims the

ache which seems so magnified when viewed
in isolation. If we will listen, we may hear our
own cries amplified in the voices of the amputees who experience the phantom pain created by disasters both natural and social. The
parents cut off from their children, the children severed from families, the countless and
unnamed dead buried in mass graves-the
ghosts and the living who cry out from Haiti
are not expressing simply phantom pain, but a
howling agony that has risen from that island
nation for generations and is only now, in
the face of cruel and unimaginable suffering,
reaching our ears.
Our healing as a society, the alleviation
of our phantom pain will likely come only
when we refuse to settle for the placebos of
political posturing and instead dare to gaze
upon these mirrors and move the limbs we
still possess, even when to do so is excruciating. The results may not come as rapidly or as
completely as what the amputees' doctors are
achieving for their patients. But surely working to transform our patterns of perception
holds more promise than the endless cycles
of disappointment that come from scratching
our itching receptors. ~

David Lott is a religious book editor and a graduate of St. Olaf College and Luther Seminary.
He lives in Washington, DC, where he does
free lance editing and writing.
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Showtime's Dexter
Can Television Make Us Thi nk?
Joshua Banner

T

LEVISION. REALLY?

FoR

A DISCERNING

Christian, television might seem to be a
vacuous, mind-numbing, timesuck-a
guilty pleasure at best. The general thesis of Neil
Postman's examination of television, Amusing
Ourselves to Death, argues that the medium of
television is disastrous in proportions described
by the likes of Aldous Huxley's Brave New World,
that it is our trivial pleasures that eventually will
do us in as a culture. Each of us can, no doubt,
identify something that is troubling about the
habit of television watching. Neil Postman,
however, wrote in a different era. Now in the
age of internet piracy, iPod videos, and Netflix's
"Watch It Now" online feature, television
broadcasting has had to expand, retract, shift,
and maneuver in reaction to a never-ending
development of technology that gives more and
more control to the consumer-when she will
watch, if and how she will pay.
Despite all the clutter and confusion, the
good news is that while Neil Postman's book
is prophetically invaluable as we discern what,
how, and why we watch television, there is an
emergence of newer television programming
that is worth watching. It might even be fair to
make an argument that HBO's The Sopranos has
marked the beginning of a Television renaissance.
Ironically it is the uncensored content of cable
networks like HBO that has given artistic license
to the creators of these programs. While primetime television is further drowning in a shallow pool of so-called reality based shows, HBO
and Showtime offer a few good ol' episodic fictions that demonstrate a more definite capacity
to engage the real reality. And that I even need
make that last distinction is tragic in and of itself,
a symptom of why we need clear discernment in
our engagement with popular culture.

I offer Showrime's ratings-record-breaking
Dexter as an example of a show worth its fifty
minutes. This show does not reach the heights
of The Sopranos or The Wire, nor does it compare to the sophistication of AMC's Mad Men.
Yet, Dexter is worth examination as an artifact of
the times simply because it has been Showtime's
highest rated series since its beginning in 2006.
So the question is this: why?
The premise of the show is its greatest
attention-grabbing asset. Dexter Morgan is a
serial killer who kills only other killers who have
slipped through the justice system and quite literally gotten away with murder. Normally such
a storyline would weed out many a squeamish
soul, but the show's creators have managed a
genre-bending amalgamation of romance, mystery, and drama that tempers the thriller into
something even my wife looks forward to week
after week. By season four, Dexter is thoroughly
domesticated with a wife, two step-children, and
a infant of his own. One print ad for the show
presents Dexter with his baby boy wearing a
t-shirt with the phrase, "My Dad is Killer." This
kind of tongue-in-cheek winsomeness is indicative of Dexter's successful market appeal.
Dexter is visually pristine and even sanitary
in the same way your typical prime time, major
network drama is shot. Its setting, Miami, is portrayed in all its vibrant colors, its piquancy, its
lively music. Dexter, then, does not have the feel
of a story about a serial killer. In fact, in several
episodes throughout the four seasons, Dexter
Morgan does not kill anyone. Further, the murder scenes themselves do not revel in gratuitous
bloodletting. If anything, it is the nudity and
foul language typical of many ofShowtime's programs (Deadwood, for example) that is overdone,
not the violence. This is not to say that Dexter's
murders are not grizzly or unsettling. What we
are shown is enough to remember there is still a
monster lurking beneath his seemingly harmless
and domestic exterior.
It was Harry, his foster father and a police
detective, who discovered Dexter's sadism during his adolescence and who chose to instill in
him a strict code of when and how and who to
murder. Don't get caught. Remain aloof and disLent2010
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tant. Dexter develops a kind of alter ego that
is akin to the na.lve and simple mindedness of
Superman's Clark Kent. He keeps the murders
clean, almost surgical. Dispose of the mutilated
body parts permanently. He drops the weighted
trash bags off the side of his motorboat named
"Slice of Heaven." Harry's code keeps Dexter's
vigilante savagery secret, and Dexter and his foster sister both grow up to work for the Miami

Metro police department, like their dad. Debra
becomes a detective while Dexter is a blood spatter expert. He has, then, ready access to criminal
databases and police evidence which help him
hunt un-convicted murderers.

D

EXTER 's BROAD APPEAL DOESN'T RELY ON

gruesome violence. The show uses the
premise of a vigilante murderer not
to glut the viewer on death but, ironically, to
explore questions about life. The duality of
Dexter's character, father and husband by day,
killer by night, serves as an episodic morality
tale. The show's premise could have remained a
gimmick limited to the shock value of blood and
gore, but instead lead actor, Michael C. Hall,
deftly plays the character of Dexter as both likeable and creepy in a way that takes us into the
depths of a psychological drama. The narrative's
36
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momentum is driven as much by his character
as it is by the rise and fall of each season's plot
line. And here we have it all: a complex, tragic
anti-hero caught up in playful and creative mysteries with universal, significant life-question
themes pulsing under the surface.
What could be a more important life question than redemption? In each episode we find
ourselves sifting Dexter Morgan to see if we
might sympathize with him,
to find anything worth
redeeming. In season two
he feigns a drug addiction,
a ruse to misdirect Rita, his
girlfriend at the time, from
his true dark identity. In
an AA-like group meeting
he shares openly about his
"addiction": "I just know
there is something dark in
me. It's there always. This
dark passenger. And when
he is driving, I feel alive."
We sympathize with Dexter
because each of us has our
own darkness. We hope for
his redemption because if
Dexter can change, then perhaps we can as well. If something worth saving exists in a murderer, then,
hopefully, something worth saving exists in us.
We live in a society of unprecedented news
coverage of violence. The tacit rule of newsrooms
seems true: "If it bleeds, it leads." Whether in the
form of local crime or suicide bombings in the
Middle East, our psyches are bombarded with
astonishing amounts of death. One common and
regular feature of news coverage is the "motive
unknown" killings that leave us reeling at the
edge of the dark chasm of senseless, meaningless
violence. D exter allows us vicariously to bring
these killers to justice. Each un-convicted murderer's death is a judgment day: Dexter cleanly
binds the murderers to a table with plastic wrap;
pictures of the killer's victims hang around them
to be reviewed. Before Dexter kills, he wants
each murderer to know he or she has been found
out and that justice is being exacted. This is the

moral ambiguity of great literature where readers are allowed-even prompted-to explore
the illicit arenas of the self. Perhaps you were in
some small way gratified that Smerdyakov killed
Fyodor Pavlovich? Or that both Macbeth and
Lady Macbeth eventually die? Or that Buck is
able to bone-crushingly defeat that bully dog
named Spitz? Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, and Jack
London explore the pathology of killers because
we need a way to come to terms with horrific
evil, to attempt to create meaning out of the
meaningless. For some of us, such speculative
flights of the imagination might serve to lead
us further away from violence, toward pacifism
or against capital punishment because perhaps
even murderers can be rehabilitated.
Early in the first season Dexter in his everpresent voiceover remarks, "I have no feelings, but
if I did, they would be for my sister." This seems
to be a convenient way for viewers to understand
how he is able to live with his murderous self:
he is inhuman. The rules of his father's code
dictate that Dexter continue to see himself this
way, essentially as a monster. He must maintain
the appearance of a regular guy while remaining
emotionally hidden and unattached from other
people. Dexter reasons that Rita, mother of two,
divorced from a sexually and physically abusive
drug addict, is an ideal girlfriend incapable of
real intimacy because she is, he asserts, "in her
own way as damaged as me." Yet as we watch
Dexter act out the roles of husband and father
from one season to the next, we see that he is
indeed capable of great feeling. We see this feeling growing so deeply it becomes apparent his
family is becoming a liability. Which is the true
Dexter and which is the lie? The "dark passenger" or the loving husband and father?
In order for Dexter to entertain such a question, he must investigate his father and the code.
If he cares for Rita and the kids, if he has real
feelings for them, then perhaps he is human. If
Dexter has the capacity to give and receive love,
then perhaps his whole self-understanding, the
self-conception shaped by his father, is wrong.
This is a common experience of coming of age, a
process of sorting through what our parents have
taught us to decide what we still believe to be

true. For most of us, this process is scary, but for
Dexter, it is dangerous. We are left to discover
whether Dexter is headed toward becoming more
human or more of a codeless, senseless killer. This
is the dramatic twist of each season but especially
of the most recent season four which is, incidentally, worth seeing if you're interested in comedic
actor John Lithgow (formerly of Third Rock.from
the Sun) playing the most heinous murderer to
appear on Dexter yet.

Dexter's broad appeal doesn't rely on
gruesome violence. The show uses the
premise of a vigilante murderer not to
glut the viewer on death but, ironically,
to explore questions about life.
Perhaps the greatest accomplishment of
Dexter's creators is that Dexter could easily pass
for mere entertainment. There is little work
required from the viewers to enjoy themselves,
yet there is still much for a person to dig for
and ponder. Again, Dexter ought not to be compared with David Simon's masterful five seasons
of The Wire, a show I am glad to plug at any time
because it is a show you cannot watch without
your brain strapped on, a show so compelling it
continues to do better in DVD sales than it ever
did in Neilson ratings. Nor does Dexter pack as
much punch as Helen Mirren's Prime Suspect,
another set of murder mysteries worth seeing
because of its excellent writing, performance,
and ability to address important social issues.
Yet Dexter represents entertainment that's inching toward trusting the intelligence of its viewers. Whether or not Dexter is for you, this is a
kind of thoughtfulness we should be grateful for
in the marketplace of popular culture. f

Joshua Banner is MinisterofMusicand Art at Hope
College. He is a contributor to the forthcoming
For the Beauty of the Church: Casting a Vision for
the Arts due out in March by Baker Books.
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Following Every Jot and Tittle
Robert D. Vega

A. J. Jacobs. The Year of Living Biblically:
One Man's Humble Quest to Follow the Bible
as Literally as Possible. New York: Simon
and Schuster, 2007.

I

N THE rEAR OF LIVING BIBLICALL Y, AUTHOR

A. J. Jacobs traces a year spent trying to
follow every law listed in the Hebrew Bible
and New Testament. Jacobs discusses a variety
of reasons for undertaking such an unusual
and challenging project, but he begins with
this disclaimer: "''m officially Jewish, but I'm
Jewish in the same way that the Olive Garden
is an Italian restaurant. Which is to say: not
very" (4) . Why then does he want to live a
year of his life according to biblical laws large
and small, rational and bizarre? He delineates
several reasons for his project: 1) it makes for
a good book concept (he begins with this reason because the Bible requires him to tell the
truth); 2) it would be his "visa to a spiritual
world;" and 3) it would be a way to explore
biblical literalism (6). He also raises another,
more serious reason for the project: "And
most important, I now have a young son-if
my lack of religion is a flaw, I don't want to
pass it on to him" (5). He later expands on
this point: ''I'm constantly worried about my
son's ethical education. I don't want him to
swim in this muddy soup of moral relativism.
I don't trust it. I have such a worldview, and
though I have yet to commit a major felony,
it seems dangerous" (39). Lastly, Jacobs discusses a possible outcome, if not goal, for the
project that is especially compelling: he muses
that the year-long experiment might change
him in significant ways.
The actor Cary Grant has been quoted as
saying, "I pretended to be somebody I wanted
38
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to be until finally I became that person. Or he
became me." Grant was referring to the difference between his extremely poor, workingclass youth and the image of sophistication and
wit he came to personifY as a movie star. This
idea of behavior determining character can be
traced at least back to Aristotle's discussion of
the habituation of virtue. Today, it is manifested in the somewhat crude "fake it until you
make it" mentality. Jacobs discusses the fact
that such a change might happen to him as a
result of his year with the Bible: "If I act faithful and God loving for several months, then
maybe I'll become faithful and God loving. Ifl
pray every day, then maybe I'll start to believe
in the Being to whom I'm praying" (21) .
This possibility is a mixed blessing for
Jacobs. While he sees the potential ethical or
spiritual advantages (and actual professional
advantages with regard to his job as a writer) ,
he is leery of being swept away or having any
sort of deep conversion experience: "I hate
losing control. I like to be in command of
everything. My emotions, for instance ... The
problem is, a lot of religion is about surrendering control and being open to radical change.
I wish I could stow my secular worldview in a
locker at the Port Authority Bus Terminal and
retrieve it at the end of the year" (36).
After addressing the reasons for and possible outcomes of his experiment, Jacobs faces
some very practical questions: which Bible to
use? What does it mean to follow the Bible
literally? Should he have advisors? Should
he follow both the Hebrew Bible and New
Testament? For purposes of quotation, he
chooses the Revised Standard Version. Jacobs
also assembles an eclectic and entertaining
collection of advisors from a variety of faiths.

Lastly, he does decide to devote a small part of
his year to the New Testament. However, he
freely admits that he is more interested in the
Hebrew Bible both due to his connection to it
as a Jew and because it has most of the bizarre
rules in it.
Jacobs quickly learns what he calls a "simple but profound lesson: When it comes to the
Bible, there is always-but always-some level
of interpretation, even on the most seemingly
basic rules" (19). For example, the commandment against coveting: "Some interpreters say
that coveting in itself isn't forbidden. It's not
always bad to yearn. It's coveting your neighbor's stuff that's forbidden ... In other words,
if your desire might lead you to harm your
neighbor, then it's wrong" (27). He returns
to this point several times in the book, and it
becomes something of a sub-motif.
Jacobs might say that there is no such thing
as an archetypal fundamentalist. His honest
surprise at what he discovers-that no two
fundamentalist groups are the same, that there
are creationists with PhDs in science, that even
Amish tell jokes-never comes across as snarky
or judgmental. His openness when approaching any topic-as well as his honesty when he
just does not understand something-are two
of the book's strengths.
Jacobs's willingness to play the fool, while
never mocking what it is he is examining, is
the source of a great deal of the book's humor
and not a little of its emotional core. Whether
he's posing on a dinosaur for a photo at the
Creationist Museum (44), praying over a
pigeon egg (184), or tending sheep with a
Bedouin in Israel (211), Jacobs never mocks his
subject. He is always willing to find the humor
in an experience, but never at the expense of
the person with whom he is interacting or
of the particular religious tenet he is exploring. For instance, Jacobs visits Jerry Falwell's
Thomas Road Baptist Church. When sitting
in on some of the seminars held prior to the
service, he takes the opportunity to poke fun
at himself rather than members of the church:
"I wander down a flight of stairs to the singles
seminar. That could be good. The woman at

the singles welcoming table asks how old I am .
'Thirty-seven,' I say. 'You're right in there,' she
points. 'It's for singles thirty-five to fifty.' That
hurts. I am in the oldsters' group. By the way,
another fib. I am thirty-eight. Vanity" (260) .

Tht

Year of Living

Biblically
Ow I .Ins Humble
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A.J.Jacobs
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Jacobs's journey frequently resonates with
his personal life, and he does not shirk at
including many of these moments. Jacobs and
his wife Julie (to whom the book is dedicated)
are trying to become pregnant for a second
time. The author honestly-and often with
sweet humor-meshes this deeply personal
struggle when discussing the many sections of
the Hebrew Bible dealing with fertility. Jacobs
tries to comfort his wife Julie on another
occasion when she has proven not to be pregnant: "There is an upside to the Bible's infertility motif: The harder it was for a woman
to get pregnant, the greater was the resulting
child. Joseph. Isaac. Samuel... [I informed
Julie] that if we do have another kid, he or
she could be one for the ages. Which made
her smile" (19-20).
Julie provides some of the book's most
humorous (and moving) sections. She is often
Lent2010
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the voice of reason when the author's commitment to the biblical life creates painfully awkward (and quite funny) scenes with friends and
family. Refraining from lying is the source of
one borderline-excruciating scene. Jacobs and
Julie are out for dinner with their son Jasper.
They run into a school acquaintance of Julie's
who is there with her husband and child. The
two families eat together. And then:
At the end of the meal, we get our
check, and Julie's friend says: "We
should all get together and have a
playdate sometime." ''Absolutely," says
Julie. "Uh, I don't know," I say. Julie's
friend laughs nervously, not sure what
to make of that. Julie glares at me. "You
guys seem nice," I say. "But, I don't
really want new friends right now. So
I think I'll take a pass." ... Julie is not
glaring at me anymore. She's too angry
to look in my direction. "It's just that I
don't have enough time to see our old
friends, so I don't want to overcommit," I say, shrugging. Hoping to take
the edge off, I add: "Just being honest." "Well, I'd love to see you," says
Julie. "A. ]. can stay at home." Julie's
friend pushes her stroller out of [the
restaurant], shooting a glance over her
shoulder as she leaves.
There are other similar, if not quite as painful,
moments in which Jacobs's adherence to biblical rules butts heads with what one might
term "polite society." In some cases, Jacobs
seems to relish these moments. An admitted
germophobe, he delightedly puts the Bible's
many purity laws (regarding both women and
men) to use as an excuse not to shake hands
or hug (non-relatives) as often as possible

(49, 240).
Jacobs also finds value in some of the rules
that, when first taken literally, seem absurd to
the non-believer. Exodus 13:9 reads, in part:
"And it shall be to you as a sign on your hand
and as a memorial between your eyes ... " The
author initially fulfills the literalist interpre40
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ration of this passage by tying a photocopy
of the Ten Commandments to his wrist and
to his forehead. Jacobs is surprised to find
that: "It's been startlingly effective. Just try
forgetting about the word of God when it's
right in front of your eyeballs, obscuring a
chunk of your vision. Sometimes I imagine
the commandments sinking through my skin
and going straight to my brain like some sort
of holy nicotine patch ... Even after taking off
the string for the day (usually at about noon),
I still have red indentations on my hand and
head for hours afterward" (197). He does
go on to try the real tradition of wrapping
tefillin-the ritual of attaching two small
boxes, each containing four passages from
the Torah, one to the forehead and one to the
left arm-and finds it moving and beautiful

(199-200).

D

uring his biblical year, Jacobs visits
Israel. One of his rabbinical advisors
provides him with a list of commandments that traditionally can only be fulfilled
in the Holy Land-for example: tithing fruit.
Jacobs buys an orange from a farmers' market
and steps outside to look for a likely recipient.
He spots a tall man listening to another man
reading aloud from the Bible. He approaches
the listener:
"I want to give you ten percent of my
fruit," I say. "I need to give it to my
fellow man on the street." "Oh, you're
tithing?" David [the Bible reader]
knew all about this and thought this
was a good idea. "Problem is," he says.
"I don't eat oranges. Give it to Lev
here." He motions at the tall guy. Lev
. unsure. "C orne on.I" says D av1.d . "H e
ts
can't eat the orange unless you take a
tenth of it." "Fine," says Lev. So I peel
the orange and, with my index finger,
dig out two sections. "Here you go!"
Lev recoils. Understandably, actually.
I wouldn't take a manhandled orange
slice from a stranger. "Take it!" urges
David. Lev thinks about it. "How

about I take the ninety percent and
you take the ten percent?" He's not
kidding. I agree and keep the small
chunk for myself. It's true, what they
say. Everything's a negotiation in the
Middle East. (215)
What most strikes Jacobs during the visit is
that his project, even with the aid of advisors,
runs contrary to a fundamental quality of the
three Abrahamic faiths. He sees groups of friars, a Hasidic family with eight children, and
he hears the Muslim call to prayer. He muses:
"This year I've tried to worship alone and find
meaning alone. The solitary approach has
its advantages-! like trying to figure it out
myself. I like reading the holy words unfiltered
by layers of interpretation. But going it alone
also has its limits, and big ones. I miss out on
the feeling of belonging, which is a key part
of religion ... Maybe I have to dial back my
fetishization of individualism. It'd be a good
thing to do; the age of radical individualism
is on the wane anyway. My guess is, the world
is going the way of the Wikipedia. Everything
will be collaborative. My next book will have
258 coauthors" (213-214).
The Year of Living Biblically, as with
Jacobs's previous book ofimmersive nonfiction
(The Know-It-All: One Man's Humble Quest to
Become the Smartest Person in the World, 2004),
is a remarkable mix of humor and pathos. His
genuine openness to embrace behavior and
concepts antithetical to his liberal, agnostic
identity allows readers from across the spectrum of belief and non-belief to connect with
the book and enjoy it.
While Jacobs's book is not a work of fiction, there are many surprises in it that will not
be revealed in this review. It is not too much
to say that Jacobs does find himself changed
when his year is over. And these changes are,
he thinks, for the better: "Did the Bible make
me a better person? It's hard to say for sure,
but I hope it did. A little, at least ... I'm more
tolerant, especially of religion, if that helps
my case" (327). Jacobs best describes his year,
and the book itself, with these words: "I didn't

expect to confront just how absurdly flawed I
am. I didn't expect to discover such strangeness in the Bible. And, I didn't expect to, as
the Psalmist says, take refuge in the Bible and
rejoice in it" (7).
Furthermore, just as he discovered that
there was more than one type of literalist,
Jacobs makes another discovery that surprises
him:
The year showed me beyond a
doubt that everyone practices cafeteria religion. It's not just moderates. Fundamentalists do it too. They
can't heap everything on their plate.
Otherwise they'd kick women out of
church for saying hello ("the women
should keep silence in the churches. For
they are not permitted to speak. .. "-1
Corinthians 14:34) and boot men
out for talking about the "Tennessee
Titans" ("make no mention of the
names of other gods ... " -Exodus
23:13). But the more important lesson was this: there's nothing wrong
with choosing. Cafeterias aren't bad
per se... The key is in choosing the
right dishes. You need to pick the nurturing ones (compassion), the healthy
ones (love thy neighbor) , not the bitter ones. (328)
While many of the literalists Jacobs encounters during his year would disagree with him,
many of us would find this observation a
worthy one. "~

Robert D. Vega is Assistant Professor of Library
Services at Valparaiso University and serves
as co-editor of book reviews for First Monday,
an online journal devoted to the Internet and
Information Policy.
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a guest giving way like ice melting
after laozi
all we can
describe is
appearance
careful as one
who crosses
a bridge in winter
alert as one
who anticipates
danger
courteous as one
who is a guest
giving way
like ice melting simple as
a block of wood
open as a valley
murky as
a puddle of mud
wait while
the mud settles
wait while
the puddle clears
be still until
right action begins
not desiring
to be full
you can hide
you can become new

Steven Schroeder
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The Child 's Mind
Where the Wild Things Are and Fantastic Mr. Fox
Charles Andrews
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entertainment agents that when all else
fails, celebrities can't go wrong by writing
a children's book. Why might John Travolta,
Ricky Gervais, Madonna, and Jimmy Buffett
(among many others) all try their hands at this
genre? A cynic might say: "because it sounded
easy."
Ever since John Newbery published A
Pretty Little Pocket-Book in 1744, children's
lit has been a reliable market for purveyors of
entertainment and education. Along with each
copy of the Pocket-Book, children received
a ball (for boys) or a pincushion (for girls),
nearly linking the commercial with the didactic. Newbery's marketing savvy paved the way
for the industry which since 1922 has granted
authors an award in his name.
An obvious, yet still peculiar, feature of
the children's book industry is that its primary
audience does not also produce the bulk of the
work. For other demographic categories (race,
for instance) the creators of the works are also
their consumers. Not so with children's literature. This puts adults in the potentially hazardous position of projecting themselves into
the child's mind. The most skillful writers of
children's books manage to convey ideas and
create worlds pleasurable and enlightening to
the child audience which are also acceptable to
adult guardians. The less skilful (see Travolta,
et al) kill pleasure with overly-insistent instruction or technical ineptitude.
This past film season has seen two fascinating attempts to bring classic children's books
to the cinema. Where the Wild Things Are and
Fantastic Mr. Fox are the latest films by two hipster directors, Spike Jonze and Wes Anderson.
Both helped define the attitudes and styles of

American independent cinema of the 1990s.
Both are self-taught cinephiles. And, oddly
enough, both are themselves childless.
The conventional wisdom about successful
young artists is that they are self-aggrandizing narcissists, detached from the real world
and living only through their films. Sharon
Waxman reinforced this perception of directors like Jonze and Anderson in Rebels on the
Backlot (Harper Entertainment 2005), which
chronicled the careers of six leading directors
of the 1990s. But we can get beyond this stereotype when we see that Jonze and Anderson,
while working in the constraining genre of
children's films, have both done work that is
well crafted and deeply personal.
The works they have adapted present serious challenges to the feature-length format.
Maurice Sendak's Where the Wild Things Are
is primarily a picture book, notably winning
the 1964 Caldecott Award. With only about
three hundred words in the original, producing a ninety-minute running time sounds
like a prescription for piles of deadwood and
filler. The screenplay was coauthored by the
ever-adventurous Dave Eggers, whose literary experiments in the 1990s revolutionized
American prose. Eggers has exploited our
received notions about the nature of narrative-its relation to autobiography, its means
of publication, and even its appearance on the
page. For instance, Eggers's first major book, A
Heartbreaking Work ofStaggering Genius (Simon
and Schuster 2000), was an account of his parents' deaths that involved people from his own
life talking directly to the reader. The appended
epilogue was printed upside-down on the back
cover, requiring the reader to flip the book
over and read back to the end of the main text.
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Remarkably, Eggers's experiments avoid becoming merely postmodernist parlor tricks, largely
through his persistent, frank sincerity.
The most striking liberty taken by Jonze
and Eggers in Where the Wild Things Are
occurs in the dialogue. In the film version, the

Things are far from the non-verbal creatures in
Sendak's book. The Jim Henson Creature Shop
designed incredibly detailed puppet suits with
wonderfully expressive faces, and the conversations of these creatures seem to overwhelm the
simple charm of Sendak's vision. The voices of
the creatures are distinctly human and are performed by celebrity actors (James Gandolfini,
Chris Cooper, Paul Dano, Catherine O'Hara,
Forest Whitaker, etc.) . Their speech patterns
avoid any bestial qualities, remaining instead
like the sullen, sad, or grumpy people they
seem to contain. The effect of these voices
along with the peculiar choice to give them
human names-Carol, Douglas, Alexander,
Judith, Ira, KW, etc.-creates a jarring effect
that declares its distance from Sendak's book
more forcefully than the extended portion of
the film that takes place in Max's home before
he boards his tiny boat for the island of the
Wild Things. To my ears, these voices remain
the least satisfying part of the film since their
human inflections and phrasings separate the
voice from the creature.
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However, their tonalities and abundant dialogue have a thematic resonance that would be
lost if they merely growled and grunted. The
first part of the film shows Max exercising his
dissatisfaction with his broken home (Dad is
gone, Mom has a new boyfriend) by building
a snow fort and terrorizing his older sister's
friends with snowballs.
The friends' retribution inevitably goes too
far, pushing Max to the
point of angry tears. He
responds by dousing his
sister's room with water,
destroying the gifts he
has clearly made for her
during happier times.
His rage is conveyed
through frenzied handheld camera work that
recalls Jonze's roots in
videos for skateboarding,
music, and bull-riding.
This opening sequence, which gives the
back-story lacking in Sendak's version, works
as well as it does because it mirrors so closely
the events on the island of the Wild Things,
from their famous Wild Rumpus to their fortbuilding and dirt-dod fight to their general
destructiveness that ruins all the things they
love best. In fact, Where the Wild Things Are
may be the best exploration of a child's anger
in a children's film. Jonze and Eggers capture
so well the exasperation and seemingly
inexplicable rage that appears in children
coping with a world too difficult to process in
any other way.
hen adapting Fantastic Mr. Fox to
feature-length, Wes Anderson had a
somewhat less daunting task. Roald
Dahl's 1970 novel is a chapter-book for young
children. Classic works like james and the Giant
Peach, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, and
Matilda all have been successfully adapted
into films, usually keeping Dahl's penchant for
weirdness but not retaining all of his cruel wit.

W

Anderson's adaptation strives for utter
faithfulness (though with some additional
characters and adjustments to Dahl's more
elliptical ending), which is unsurprising for
two reasons. First, Anderson says that a copy
of Fantastic Mr. Fox was the very first book he
personally owned. It was not a family book
but was his alone, and he read it countless
times with the pride of ownership enhancing his entry into the private world of Dahl's
fantasy. And secondly, Anderson may be the
most detail-oriented filmmaker alive, rivaling
even the great control-mavens George Lucas
and James Cameron. Instead of using today's
reigning medium for children's films-pure
digital animation-Anderson decided upon
stop-motion shot at twelve frames per second (rather than the typical twenty-four) to
emphasize the lurching quality of old-style
stop-motion. Anderson has said that he initially thought that he would be less involved
with the daily production of the film given the
technical requirements, but in fact the use of
pliable figurines increased his ability to control the appearance of every shot, even every
frame of the film.
Anderson's hyper-attentiveness to detail can
raise charges of mere formalism, and some critics find the emotions of his films too cool and
the performances, sets, dialogue, and costumes

too stylized. But I think this view of Anderson
misses how each of his films is so intensely
personal. To cite just one detail, he had his
own tailor design the suit that Mr. Fox wears
throughout the film in the same cut and from
the same corduroy Anderson himself wears.
Fantastic Mr. Fox is essentially a deconstructed heist film, hearkening back to
Anderson's first feature Bottle Rocket (1996).
During a chicken thieving misadventure, our
titular hero (with the voice of George Clooney)
promises his pregnant wife (Meryl Streep) that
if they escape he will settle down and give up
his criminal ways. Cut to several years laterwith the first intertitle in a running gag about
calculating human time versus fox timewhere Mr. and Mrs. Fox inhabit a quiet hole
with their son Ash (Jason Schwartzman) . The
ostensible cutesiness of this scenario is undercut by many nicely acerbic touches. Mr. Fox
admits to a friend that he is suffering a midlife crisis, plagued by thoughts of "existentialism." This marks perhaps the first time the
word "existentialism" has appeared in a children's film. Mr. Fox's middle-age ennui does
not prevent him from viciously devouring his
breakfast in one of the film's several reminders that much like the Jonze movie, Anderson
is dealing with wild creatures. Retaining the
viciousness of the story-broken goose necks,
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drunken farmers, tails lost to gunfire-shows
a faithfulness to Dahl's vision. For Dahl, the
child's mind need not be sterile or sentimental. Anderson does not go as deeply as Jonze
into the anger of children, but he maintains
a reality where dangers are real, injuries are
likely, and where "existential" dissatisfaction
truly threatens the basic goodness of a life.
What each of these films demonstrates is an
enthusiasm for the medium, not just in terms
of its capacity for story-telling and characterization, but for the very means of production.
Both films call attention to their craft-Jonze
through his guerrilla-style camera movements
and Anderson through rigorous formalism
and self-conscious attention to detail. Calling
attention to the auteur behind the work could
open them up for criticism: they seem to be

in love with the form of filmmaking at the
expense of the film itself. But I think that this
charge would be short-sighted. I would rather
have the distinctive, engaging voice of a hipster auteur than the non-descript filmmakingby-committee style found in many Hollywood
productions. Jonze and Anderson might be
Lost Boys, akin to other eccentric 1990s cinema geniuses like Quentin Tarantino and Paul
Thomas Anderson. But they have managed
to make the films that their peers' kids might
watch-and this accomplishment is anything
but easy. {{-

Charles Andrews is Assistant Professor of
English at Whitworth University.

NATURAL SELECTION
Pausing before each orchid
as if a Station of the Cross
she has risen before dawn
to tend her tropical flock
as if listening for the trill
of a bird so rare
it's thought extinct
the whispered prayer
of an exiled child
every petal
an icon of light

Christian Knoeller

46

The Cresset

fine arts

The Rocker Accepts
the Coming of Old Age
J.D. Buhl

B

EFORE THE WORD BECAME A GENDERLESS

interjection or form of informal
address-a mere vocal tic-being a
"dude" meant something. At the very least, a
dude was someone of slightly greater eminence
than oneself, deserving of respect. In England,
during the creative explosion of early 1970s
rock 'n' roll, a dude was both one of the boys
and the One, a face in the crowd and the Face, a
dedicated follower of fashion and a stylish leader.
Behind the facade of toughness and tranquility
for which British working class youth strove,
there operated a romantic, particularly Keatsean
understanding of themselves and the admittedly
brutish world in which they sought dude status.
They were free to dream and imagine fairyworks around them while all the time keeping
an eye on those larger blokes who might mean
them harm. Affecting a fastidious attention to
one's appearance had already been put in place
by the mod movement of the 1960s. With the
rise of glam rock and its curious mixture of
hooliganism and cross-dressing, there emerged
a particular dude-stance that only certain young
men could achieve. And while mod icons the
Who have been razzed repeatedly for their
"hope I die before I get old" boast, real rock
'n' rollers know that no band understood the
hopes and fears of age-obsessed young men
better than Mott the Hoople.
Yeah, it's a mighty long way down rock
'n' roll
As your name gets hot so your heart grows
cold
And you gotta stay a young man, you can
never be old
- Mott the Hoople, 1973

The Who came out blasting with their live
cover of Mose Allison's "Young Man Blues":
"you know in the old days, when a young man
was strong man, the people'd step back when a
young man walked by." There was a sense ofloss
in post-World War II Britain that did not jive
with the triumphalism of those who saw a new
age of empire dawning. "Nowadays, it's the old
man who's got all the money" the singer grumbled, followed by the rallying cry of "a young
man ain't got nothin' in the world these days!"
There was something to reclaim, some sense
of manhood that was not covered by the available roles of worker or soldier, and throughout
England rock music tended to this need.
A "lad's band" from the beginning, Mott
brought a heightened self-awareness, a willingness to make itself and its audience the focus
of its endeavors. Its music over a riotous five
years of recording ( 1969-1974) tried to get
something for that disenfranchised young man.
The volatile combination of violence, vanity,
and vulnerability that produced both band and
audience also allowed Mort's primary songwriter Ian Hunter to dispense what hard-won
wisdom he acquired along the way. With tenderness and a cynicism born of disappointment,
not cruelty, Hunter reported on the life of the
rock star and presented the band as a symbol
for the lads through four shoddy albums until
the David Bowie-penned single ''All the Young
Dudes" saved it from break-up in 1972.
The television man is crazy saying we're
juvenile delinquent wrecks
Oh man, I need TV when I got T. Rex?
Brother, you guessed: Tm a dude, man.
-Mott the Hoople, 1973
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Bowie's masterpiece made no dramatic
statements other than the fact that all the young
dudes carry the news. That was all you needed
to know. Each verse presented with contextual details the plight of the dudes-not quite
Woodstock Nation and too old to be bubblegummers-in a way that defined a genera-

and ever-present shades, Hunter had become
the archetypal rock star of the television man's
world. He could go no higher. He took Bowie's
guitarist Mick Ronson and left the rest of the
band to carry on without him, starting a solo
career in 1975 that brings us all the way to Man
Overboard, one of the best albums of2009.

I got an idea:
Go tell the superstar all his
hairs are turning grey
Star-spangled fear as all
the people disappear
The limelight fades away
Cos ifyou think you are
a star
For so long they'll come
from near and far
But you'll forget just who
you are (yes you will)
You ain't the nazz; you're
justa buzz
Some kinda temporary
-Mott the Hoople,
1973
tion. The songwriter had understood the news
apocalyptically, his wicked messengers no end
in themselves; but the dudes saw things differently: they finally had something for themselves
these days, even if only a negation, and they
weren't about to let go. Hunter's calls to involve
and relate to each of his hearers, interjected
between chorus lines, made this generational
suicide note an anthem of platform-shoes proportions. With their self-referential tendencies
already in place, Mort the Hoople found themselves the news-carriers of glam rock. They went
on without their newfound mentor, producing
their most successful album, Mott (1973), withour him and, thanks to the new phenomenon of
rock television shows, invited America's youth
to feel themselves included in this very British,
very class-conscious reclamation project.
Soon the strong co-leadership of Hunter and
guitarist Mick Ralphs broke down, and the latter
left to form Bad Company. With his corkscrew
long hair, enormous crosses around his neck,
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With such prophetic words come great
responsibility, and Ian Hunter has spent the
intervening thirty-seven years returning to,
ruminating on, rejecting, and making jest of
these words while proving himself more than
some kind of temporary. This work follows the
dude from that "gold-sinewed body that had
the blood of all the earth in its veins" to an old
rag; from a Keatsian love of indolence to Edith
Sitwell's hope that such folly would be the seed
of Goodness and Wisdom. "But Goodness grew
not with age," Edith Sitwell wrote in "The Poet
Laments the Coming of Old Age":

although my heart must bear
The weight ofall Time's filth, and
Wisdom is not a hare in the golden
sack
Of the heart .... It can never be caught.
Brainy British rockers, inspired by the noncommittal moral invective of Bob Dylan, were on

a hunt for wisdom, if not goodness. Matt the
Hoople and T. Rex were willing to bear the weight
of all Time's filth if that kept the gigs and the girls
coming. None of them expected rock 'n' roll to
become an old man's game. But the emphasis in
the music and culture for its original listeners has
shifted from how to stay young to how to grow
old, no longer attempting to snag wisdom in a
sack. His self-awareness and sly humor intact ("I
am what I hated when I was young," he's sung),
Hunter, once a small-time journalist, covers this
beat between innocence and experience.

7hey jill your heart with ancient mystery
And no one knows who to trust
It's too late when you discover that
Sometimes flowers ain't enough
-Ian Hunter, 2009
Dylan is the old man who gets most of the
attention, but in 2009 the disciple surpassed the
master. Hunter began his career singing deliberately Dylanesque covers of imitation Dylan
(Sonny Bono's "Laugh at Me," Doug Sahm's "At
the Crossroads"), and he takes those inflections
to new heights with material that is compassionate, funny, loving, and angry. While Dylan plays
an embittered drifter walking the desolate landscape of an imaginary America, with a sound as
brittle as the surrounding brush, Hunter displays an excitable interest in the world around
him, sounding limber and full of life. Dylan's
complaints are vague, his heartbroken scoldings directed at mere types, not persons; Hunter
focuses on the details of real people in real situations (Sitwell's "great things mirrored in littleness") . Dylan's most recent work is entitled
"Together Through Life," but you get no sense
of his being together with anyone. Ian directs
two songs to a woman with whom he has been
together and intends to stay; "These Feelings"
and "Way With Words" evoke images of affection, patience, humility, and grace that inspire.
There is not a single song on Man Overboard
about old age. With less attention given to himself, Hunter convincingly portrays the homeless
man in the tide track, who refers to himself in
each chorus as "drunk and disorderly":

Out on the streets with all the other
deadbeats
Wasting away with the years.
Tm losing my mind in the Great Left-behind
And I gotta get myselfout ofhere.
"Man Overboard" did not appear on Rolling
Stone's list of the Fifty Best Songs of the 2000s,
but it should have been included based on writing alone. So many first-person monologues in
pop become cloying, overbearing, or overloaded;
the songwriter is unable to leave him- or herself out. But Hunter's character is fully present;
from his description of his dwelling-"! got a
newspaper floor and a towel for a door"-to his
final growl-'Tll never learn the twelve steps to
heaven"-there is no clever message or veiled
protest to compromise the performance. A face
may appear to the concentrating listener, but it
will more closely resemble Carroll O'Connor or
Ernest Borgnine than Hunter's rock-star features.
Another memorable character is the kindhearted narrator of "The Girl From the Office."
Here Hunter portrays a dude still stuck in the
workaday world who, like every other man in
the factory, thinks "Oh what a hero I would
be if The Girl from the Office went out with
me." And every chorus brings the questioning
of those less fortunate: "What's she like? What's
she like in bed?" After finding out where the
The Girl spends her spare time ("She visits the
Suprina Dancing Academy; I just got my membership card filled out") he wins her heart.
It is the song's bridge that displays Hunter's
talents as a songwriter. There is just enough selfknowledge-in the writer and the characterto pull off a little reflection:

Everybody knows their lives are going
nowhere
Everybody dreams, and she's a breath of
.fresh air
Everybody's eyes are gazing at the software
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.
Perhaps not since the Beades' "She Loves You"
has so much knowing, excitement, and sadness
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been packed into a simple yeah-yeah-yeah.
Hunter's hero soon grows tired of everybody
asking him about his girl's sexual prowess, and
feels bad "cos she's so sweet." As the singer's
attitude changes from predatory to protective,
Goodness has indeed grown with age, and the
couple find themselves in a realm beyond the
factory walls, more complex and complete than
mere dude status.
Love, Ambition, and Poesy were the whiterobed figures that passed by Keats in his "Ode
on Indolence" as he lay in flowery grass; he
waved them away so as not to be aroused from
his life of "stirring shades and baffied beams."
Once they vanish he panics, wishing to know

them more closely, but soon the poet relaxes
into his revery and bids them adieu. Ian Hunter
has not. Realizing the "sentimental farce" that
stardom co~d become, he has kept working,
dealing with all three honestly and artfully. In a
time when the young man's primacy is no longer questioned, it is Sitwell's fools, who once
laughed at evil and good, that return, "like figures on a marble urn, when shifted round to see
the other side," to provide wisdom, goodness,
and great rock 'n' roll. f

J. D. Buhl is a dude, man.

ABSENCE
Your absence, like the prodigal's,
cannot be touched.
Distractions cover loss with
moss and frill, but loss
is bottomless.
Hope does not light my sorrow
from below.
On metal chairs in entryways
I wait for you:
your swinging arms,
your singing voice,
your breath against my cheek.
I wake. I wait for you. I sleep.

Georgia Ressmeyer
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Letting Go
An Ash Wedn esday Reflection
Eileen R. Campbell-Reed

D

RIVING TO CHURCH IN THE GATHERING

darkness of a late-winter afternoon,
I find myself in a state of persistent
indecision. By the time I arrive at the Ash
Wednesday service at my church, I've still
reached no conclusion about what I should
give up or take up for the Lenten season. Like
most years, as Ash Wednesday approaches
I wonder what will make my journey more
meaningful. What do I need in this season?
Some years the need is to let go of some
burden; in other years the call is to take up
some spiritual practice. Still other years I
settle on nothing and wander through Lent
more lost than the children of Israel in the
wilderness.
The practice of fasting and prayer during
the season leading to Easter goes back to the
first century. The forty-day season of Lent has
traditionally been a time when new Christians
prepare for Easter baptism, and when other
Christians "give up something" to focus on
repentance. Lent has been practiced consistently since the fourth century in the Roman
Catholic Church (Saunders 2002). Traditions
about what "fasting" should include have varied from abstaining from all meat and meat
products six days a week from Ash Wednesday
to Good Friday, to giving up one luxury item
for the entire forty days. In recent years some
Christians have preferred to "take up" a practice which helps their spiritual preparation.
No matter what one "lets go" or "takes up" the
spirit of the practice is to prepare the believer
for the church's great celebration of Easter and
the resurrection of Christ.
As I sit in the service, I'm having trouble
engaging myself at any level beneath my nose.

My mind is attending to the words and music,
but my body and emotions are drifting. Then
a tiny voice behind me pierces my rational
posture. I tune in and dial up the volume,
straining to hear the soft words.
The small voice belongs to a beloved child
of the church. At five, this is Evie's first Ash
Wednesday service, and she has lots of questions. Mostly they are quietly whispered, and
I can't quite make them out. It seems obvious
that she is trying to get her parents to bring her
up to speed on exactly what is going on in the
dimly lit sanctuary on this Wednesday night.
Then one of her questions comes out loud and
clear, "Why is the light on in the baptistery?"
Behind the double stained glass doors of
the baptistery a light shines softly, bringing
to life the subtle cross and fish surrounded by
chunks of color. Evie's question hangs there
in my mind illuminating the significance of
where we are gathered in the liturgical year:
Ash Wednesday stands on the precipice
between Epiphany and Lent.
The forty days of Lent follow a time honored Christian practice of forty-day spiritual
quests . Many stories in scripture mark wilderness sojourns by noting forty days or even
forty years. From the rains that fell on Noah
and his ark full of animals, to the wanderings
of Hagar, Elijah, and Moses, to the years spent
in the wilderness by the children of Israel, to
the desert temptations of Jesus, forty is the
number that marks a time of trial, searching and utter dependence on the provision
of God. Each biblical sojourn into a barren
region is filled with questions, doubts, anxiety, anger, mistrust, and despair. Why would
anyone choose to enter into such a time? The
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choice was most often not an easy one. The
children of Israel begged to go, then tried to
turn back, pleading for relief and preferring
the security of the known evil (making bricks
for Pharaoh) to the risk of an unknown future.
Hagar was cast out with her son and destined
to die. Noah thought he would never see dry
land again. Elijah complained bitterly. Moses
was fleeing a murder rap. Jesus had to struggle
with evil personified.

In the same way God's affirming love
expressed in baptism sustained Jesus
through trials and temptations in the
desert, so the holy moments of our
baptisms can sustain us in the wild and
unpredictable experiences of our lives.
Yet each of these wilderness narratives
began with a significant defining moment.
Before fleeing to Midian to tend sheep for forty
years, Moses was awakened to a new identity
and the injustice suffered by his people. God
promised to make Hagar the mother of a great
nation before Abraham sent her into the wilderness of Beer-sheba. Noah found himself the
head of a lone family willing to obey God and
build a boat in the desert. Elijah demonstrated
the power of God over all the prophets of Baal
before his life was threatened and he fled to
the wilderness. Jesus answered a call to preach
good news to the poor and heard God's blessing before following the Spirit to live day and
night with wild beasts and great danger.
nd so Lent follows Epiphany.
Wilderness follows baptism. Trial and
danger follow defining moments. My
own life has often tracked along a similar
course. A pivotal and clarifying moment several years earlier prompted me to resign from
a ministry position that was confiscating all
joy from my life. It was tremendously liber-
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ating. Yet I soon found myself ushered into
a season of doubt and waiting. Applications
to graduate school were sent. Rejection letters came trickling in. I was left to figure
out exactly what was defined and test out
the strength of my new convictions. Soon it
seemed that my defining moment was dissolving into a mirage at the edge of a barren place.
I vacillated between resting securely in quiet
waiting and clinging desperately to my sense
of calling to both ministry and teaching.
Evie's question touched something deep
in me. I realize that my baptism and sense
of vocation sustained me in the long season
of waiting which followed my resignation.
In the same way that God's affirming love
expressed in baptism sustained Jesus through
trials and temptations in the desert, so the
holy moments of our baptisms can sustain
us in the wild and unpredictable experiences
of our lives. We need the light and color of
baptism on this otherwise somber and lonely
night, as we embark on a Lenten journey that
leads through a wilderness and eventually to
a cross.
I watch our pastor Mark as he prepares for
the ritual of burning our burdens. Kris's clear
soprano floats through "Amazing Grace."
A tall candle, surrounded by small smooth
stones, stands at the center of the altar table.
I think about how this practice of "burning
our burdens" has become a tradition, and
how it might change when Mark leaves. He
announced his retirement only a short time
ago. My own departure from staff ministry
keeps hovering in my thoughts. Since that
time I've missed tending to the ritual life of
God's people. Keeping the palms through the
year. Burning them in a brass pot outside my
church office. Touching parishioners as they
come forward to mark and be marked by the
season of Lent.
In the service we are invited to come forward and bring our burdens written on small
slips of paper. We will burn them, and they will
be mixed with water and palm ashes and then
pass through our ministers' hands to mark our
foreheads with the sign of the cross.

--~

Behind me Evie asks, Do we watch them
burn? Oh, yes, Evie, I think, we do! We watch
our burdens smolder through our lives day
upon day and year upon year. We hold them
until fire licks our fingers and then our souls
and still we hold on until our burdens consume us from the inside.
But tonight is different. Tonight we burn
our burdens in order to release them, to let go
of the ways we are tempted to secure ourselves
because we cannot be secured. We can only
be consumed when we hold to the things in
life that first make us feel safe and serve our
needs, but then become burdens to bear when
we cling too tightly, and finally a fire that consumes us. Tonight we practice letting them
go, laying them down, seeing the burdens of
our lives for what they are-ashes.
Walking toward the flame, I hold a tiny
piece of paper that says simply, "decisions."
Since leaving full-time church ministry, I
have been giving myself to the vocation of the
scholarly life to become a pastoral theologian,
so that I might teach ministers. Beginning in
that long season of waiting, which followed
my resignation, I have been trying to learn the
spiritual wisdom and practice of detachment:
letting go of my cherished role in the church,
releasing my grip on previous years of vocational preparation, trying to open myself to
the possibilities of serving God and the church
in new ways. And many decisions haunt me
now... taking exams, teaching opportunities,
expanding our family.
When I touch my small piece of paper
to the flame I see anger burning. Despite my
efforts to cling less and open my hands more,
still a barrage of decisions burden, frustrate
and weigh me down. In this moment I see
what I must let go this Lenten season: decisions must be laid down so that I might see
them for what they are in the larger scheme
of things. I remember my drive to the church.
It was the deciding itself that paralyzed me. It
was a symptom of the larger indecision which
fills my mind. Do we keep trying to have a
child? When will I be ready to take my qualifying exams? Should I take on a new contract

- - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

job? These are questions that fill my life on
this holy day.
he structure of human existence, as
Edward Farley observes, is that we need
things and ideas to live, and yet we can
never be fully satisfied. These very needs-for
good things and meaningful ideas-compel
us to strive and compete with our neighbors,
putting us at odds with each other. And we
alienate one another not intentionally or with
malice, but as a part and parcel of life. If we
give in to this tragic structure, throwing our
hands up in defeat, we become fatalists. If we
try to flee from it by finding security in things
or ideas, then eventually we fall into idolatry (Farley 1991). Each and every decision we
make can take us toward freedom or idolatry.
The "decisions" I carry forward symbolically to burn are not of cosmic significance,
yet when I lose sight of their dimension I risk
being consumed by them. They trouble my
relationships, alienate me from those I love
and even from myself. I need a time of allowing
my decisions to lie fallow, a season of fasting
from making any life decisions, recognizing
the luxury of such a gift of time. The ability to
delay decisions, and having time and money
at my disposal, is a quality of privilege not
shared by all people of the world. Recognizing
my relative privilege in this ability to choose
and to wait has the sobering effect of readjusting my perspective.
By letting go of my life decisions for a
while, they will lose their potency, and I will
see them again in their proper scale and scope
in the world. For these decisions lead to things
and ideas which are necessary for life but which
can also slip easily into corruption and idolatry. Such slippage traps me and leaves me cold.
This Lenten season I hope to recognize again
how we live in the inescapable condition of our
finitude, a part of the human situation. Yet we
are still called to live toward a sacred horizon,
letting go of burdens and watching them burn
to ashes, then walking away. Only then may we
know for a moment exquisite freedom, transcending both the temptation to secure our-
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selves with many good things and ideas, and
the temptation to give in to fatalistic defeat.
The ministers mix the ashes of our burdens with the ashes of last year's palms, and
soften them with water, symbol of both tears
and baptism. Our journeys are taken up into
the life of Christ and we walk untethered, yet
never alone. The touch to my forehead is cool
and earthy. I feel grief for our pastor's leaving,

Ashes to ashes. Out of the earth we
are shaped: tiny, frail, delicate, and

to ashes. Out of the earth we are shaped: tiny,
frail, delicate, and beautiful. And to earth we
shall return. Between these times as Christian
people we bear the sign of a cross, a sign of
finitude, and a sign of hope.
I have attended many Ash Wednesday services. An hour later, after the ashes have been
imposed I often find myself forgetting their
presence on my forehead. But tonight the cool
mud dries slowly, and I feel the cross marking
me and claiming me, granting me freedom to let
go of what otherwise would only consume me.
As I drive into the night, the Lenten wilderness,
I breathe deeply. I remember. And I hope. -t

beautiful. And to earth we shall return.
Between these times as Christian people
we bear the sign of a cross, a sign of
finitude, and a sign of hope.

for my losses, for the inescapable human condition. I feel my burdens taken up even as I lay
them down. Life's finitude sears me. I and my
burdens are merely ashes floating in freedom.
When I return to my seat, Evie asks
her mother, Will the ashes dry? I picture her
behind me reaching up and gently touching the wet cross on her forehead. I think of
infants. Humans are born with a soft spot just
above the hair line. This fontanel is the shape
of a cross. If you look carefully you can see a
baby's pulse in the soft cross. The "soft spot"
is also remarkably tough. Eventually it will
grow together and fuse the bones of the skull
to protect more fully the delicate brain. Ashes
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It's Good to Have Goals
Thomas C. Willadsen

I

ATTENDED AN ELITE, PRIVATE UNIVERSITY.

On occasion, my working class friends
from home would visit for a weekend. It
was always entertammg for those on both
sides, for different reasons.
On one occasion my friend Phil, a forklift
operator, said, ''I'm thinking of getting into
underwater demolition."
"It's good to have goals," a classmate
sneered. But she was right; it is good to have
goals.
At the time her goals were to marry a member of The Jam and get an internship with The
Trouser Press.
Fifteen years ago I spotted an odd calendar
at a friend's house. I asked about it. The calendar was the log of my friend's blood donations.
His goal was to donate blood on every day of
the calendar. Imagine that! Giving 366 pints
of blood over the course of one's life! A total
of over forty-five gallons of blood donated. It
would take more than fifty-six years donating an average of 6.5 times each year to reach
this goal. And precision is required to have
the donations land on a different day each
time. This was such a noble, selfless goal that
I decided to take it on myself, with a slight
variation.
I decided to deliver a sermon on every
day of the calendar. And now, twenty years
after having delivered my first sermon I have
achieved this goal. To quote those eminent
theologians, the Grateful Dead, "What a long,
strange trip it's been."

W

hen I was ordained, a friend gave me
a Pastoral Record Book. Its blank
pages had grids in which one could

record baptisms, new members, marriages,
funerals, sermons, annual salary, churches
built, writings published, evangelical meetings at which addresses were delivered, things
like that. No one ever said unto me, "Tom,
keep good records," but this book helped me
cultivate that habit. As I have aged and gained
more experience in ministry, I am very glad
that I have kept this log up to date. At the
end of each year, I can easily calculate the
total honoraria I have received for presiding at
weddings and funerals, for example. I can also
look back and find when I preached a particular text and see whether my interpretation has
changed over the years.
Keeping records in this book also ties me
back to my lifelong passion for professional
baseball. I use it to tally my pastoral statistics.
For example, in 2004 I led the Presbytery in
baptisms. I missed election to the All-Star team
that year because I got hot after midseason.
As I neared my goal of delivering a sermon
on every day of the calendar, on occasion I had
to struggle to find a pulpit to fill for a particular day. Once I cold called a Methodist church
in a community where my family planned to
vacation. The pastor was not interested in having a stranger with a strange goal fill his pulpit, even if it gave him a week off. I talked to
a colleague who knew someone in that community, and the friend of my friend agreed to
let me preach. So on my first day of vacation,
I left our rented lake cabin and drove twenty
miles to a UCC church where I preached and
schmoozed at coffee hour.
Each time I have sought a pulpit to fill
to cross a day off my needed dates list, something serendipitous has happened. At the
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UCC church, for example, the service ground
to a halt. I leaned over and hissed to the lay
reader, "Old Testament lesson!" She pointed
at the bulletin. At this church the preacher
announces the hymns. It was only funny
because the hymn I announced was "Open
My Eyes, That I May See."
I had an easier time finding my next pulpit. I was passing through Chicago, where I
attended seminary, and contacted the church
where I had been an intern almost twenty

In stretching to achieve goals, we
are taken to new places, surprised,
perplexed touched, instructed, and
reminded that we are all connected
to one another by the stories of faith
and faith itself.

years earlier. The pastor remembered me, and
it was pleasant to catch up with him, to see
what had changed in the church and what
had not. I arrived early and after stowing my
briefcase headed to the Little Presbyterians
Room. The toilet was running, just as it had
in the late 1980s. I fixed it, again, just as I
had in the late 1980s. "They still need me,"
I realized.
The summer I was on sabbatical I needed
to preach once, so I contacted the church closest to our cabin several months in advance.
I extended my offer to preach and my insistence on not expecting an honorarium. At the
time I was the moderator of the Committee
on Ministry, which carries bishopesque status,
sort of. The lay pa,stor of the church feared
she was in trouble, though it seemed odd that
the CoM moderator did not plan to visit her
congregation for another four months. When
I explained what I was up to, she agreed to
let me preach there. She also agreed that my
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request was "psychotic" and used the term
when she introduced me to the congregation.
Looking around on Sunday morning, the
congregation's Welsh roots were obvious. I
taught the congregation to say, "Mochyn du
bob Sais," Welsh for "The English are black
pigs." I can also say "good morning," thank
you," and "Merry Christmas" in Welsh, but
who can't?
As a solo pastor I have many, many opportunities to preach and great control of when I
will not preach. The final dates that I needed
to complete my calendar were ones when I
had been away for study, mission trips, vacation or on parental leave.
Once on a mission trip, I found a pulpit to fill at the church a friend served. She
did not mention . anything about my goal,
just that I was passing through town and
offered to preach. In my sermon I told a story
about spotting a Hasidic man on the street
on my first day in Brooklyn. I said to myself,
"I didn't know there were Amish people in
Brooklyn." Then I ad-Jibbed, "I was just a kid
from Peoria, what did I know from Hasidim?"
Turns out there was a pastor in the congregation that morning who had started his career
in Peoria, at the church where I had grown
up. "It's a small denomination," he observed.
As my last date, 15 March 2009, neared,
I had a problem. I planned to attend a class
for my doctor of ministry program and would
be five hundred miles from home. A colleague
was serving as an interim nearby, but that
call ended a few months earlier. I contacted
another friend, who understood my goal,
called it "Quixotic," which I much preferred
to "psychotic," and extended an invitation for
me to preach on the desired date.
I knew I could count on Jim. And he owed
me. A year before he had broken his ankle, and
I drove him to a class we were taking together.
It was about a block across campus each
morning. He was very grateful. Too grateful.
When we went out to dinner on our last night
together, he paid for my supper, prompting
me to pen this ode:

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound,
It can't be called "high tech,"
I'm stunned, amazed,
Shocked, perplexedJim picked up the check.
Jim also provided me with 2008 's best straight
line. After I emailed "porn for women" to him,
[This is an email you have probably seen, fully
dressed young men, doing things like scrubbing the oven and preparing supper. One picture shows a man holding a bulging plastic bag
and proclaiming, ''As long as I have legs, you'll
never take out the garbage!" It's completely
innocent and clean.] he wrote back, "Why did
you send me porn for women at church??!!!"
I responded, "The place I usually send
your porn said the mailbox was full."
arrived at the church and had a cup of coffee and acquainted myself with the sanctuary and worship bulletin. All I had to do
was read the gospel lesson and deliver the sermon. Oh, I also had to endure Jim's introduction. He pointed out that I'm from Wisconsin,
so I might talk a little funny. ["Wrong! It's
all you all who talk funny!" I observed to the
Bluegrass Presbyterians.] He also mentioned
that I have written a humor column for a
Lutheran magazine for more than ten years.
While Presbyterians find it incongruous that
Lutherans have had to outsource their humor,
Lutherans never seem surprised by this fact.
After delivering my sermon I sat down
while the offering was taken. Then I stood and
joined about thirty people around the communion table. I was just beginning to realize
that I had achieved this long-standing milestone, when I felt a hand grab my left elbow.
I was startled, but found the octogenarian at

I
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my side had grabbed my arm to steady himself.
I love celebrating the Lord's Supper in
unfamiliar settings. The only thing I knew
about this guy was that he was a Christian,
same as me, and had just heard me preach. The
only things he knew about me were what his
pastor had said in introducing me and what I
had revealed about myself in my sermon.
Yet he knew enough that he trusted me
to support him while we celebrated the sacrament together. I found it especially moving that he did not ask. He just grabbed onto
me. Afterwards he thanked me, twice. But I
thanked him.
Later I learned that this guy really was
named Guy, that in the 1960s he had owned a
grocery store in town. He closed it once. The
day he drove to Louisville to march with the
Reverend Doctor Martin Luther King. Guy is
unsteady because he survived polio.
It's good to have goals.
In stretching to achieve them we are taken
to new places, surprised, perplexed touched,
instructed and reminded that we are all connected to one another by the stories of faith
and faith itself.
It's really, really good to have goals.
Achieving them is nice too. V

The Reverend Thomas C. Willadsen is pastor
of First Presbyterian Church in Oshkosh,
Wisconsin.
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books

Reviewed in this issue ...
Christian America and the
Kingdom of God
Theater and Incarnation

0

N

SUBJECT RAISES MORE DEBATES NOR

fosters greater confusion among conscientious Christians than the interrelationship of religion and politics. Professor
Hughes's new work contributes significantly to
this ongoing debate by both helping to dispel the
confusion over
history and the
Bible that all
too often characterizes those
discussions
and charting a
dearer course
for a Christian's
engagement
of the political and social
issues of our
day. Through
careful historical analysis and
comprehensive
biblical
exegesis, Hughes examines not only whether
America was ever intended by its founders to
be a Christian nation but also what is an even
more telling inquiry; namely, whether that
description may, or even should, be applied
to the United States today. His approach to
these questions, though, goes well beyond
mere political theory or even theological doctrine. Indeed, Hughes has accomplished in
this concise work as comprehensive a critique
of "Christian Americanism" as Mark Noll did
of anti-intellectualism fifteen years ago in his

Scandal of the Evangelical Mind.
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From the outset, Hughes asserts three theses: first, "the notion of Christian America and
the notion of the kingdom of God are polar
opposites whose values could not be further
apart" (4); second, "the devastatingly ironic
truth that Christian America so often behaves in
such unchristian
and even antiChristian ways"
CHRISTIAN AMERICA AND THE
(5); and finally,
KINGDOM oF Goo
"that Christians
should
behave
RichardT. Hughes
in ways that are
University of Illinois, 2009
consistent with
232 pages
their profession
of
faith, especially
$29.95
in America's public square" (5).
Review by
He then proceeds
to present his case
Cordell P. Schulten
against Christian
Handong Global University Americanism in
five well-formed
chapters. In the
first he examines the historical account of those
who have viewed America as a nation chosen by
God. Beginning with the earliest identifications
made by colonial leaders of the New World as
a "Promised Land," Hughes surveys a litany of
claims to America's "chosen" status throughout
its history. He describes each assertion fairly and
within both the historical and theological contexts that gave them rise. Having succinctly and
carefully observed claims from Tyndale's time to
their contemporary formulations in the preaching of D. James Kennedy, Hughes proceeds to
assess whether such claims hold up under the

scrutiny of a thorough biblical review. Many
who advocate for America's chosen status draw
heavily upon analogies to the nation of Israel in
the Old Testament. But rather than indulging in
a "proof-text" approach, Hughes counters these
claims by charting the full scope of the Biblical
narrative to demonstrate that the particularistic status associated with Israel as God's chosen nation in the Hebrew Bible finds its fulfillment, according to the New Testament, not in a
national-much less an ethnically identifiedcommunity but in the Body of Christ, in which
there are no racial, national, ethnic, political,
nor even social or economic distinctions.
In his next two chapters, Hughes turns his
analysis from the notion of America as a "chosen nation" to the theme which occupies him
for the larger part of this work, i.e. a biblical
understanding of the kingdom of God and its
bearing upon the claim of a Christian America.
His critique is premised upon the notion that
if America is to be considered a truly Christian
country, then its values and actions should
bear semblance to the description of the qualities and characteristics that define the kingdom of God both in the Hebrew Bible (in
particular the those announced and called for
by the prophets, e.g. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea,
Amos and others) and in the teachings of Jesus
Christ and his apostles as set forth in the New
Testament. Hughes demonstrates that the chief
characteristics of the kingdom of God described
in the Scriptures taken as a whole are justice
and peace. Justice, especially as called for by the
prophets, means equitable treatment and care
especially for the poor and marginalized in society. Peace entails a conscientious dedication to
peace-making and efforts toward reconciliation
between individuals, groups, and races as well
as nations. Though Hughes does not cite him in
depicting a nation devoted to peace, echoes can
be heard of Bonhoeffer's Fano address: "There
is no way to peace along the way of safety. For
peace must be dared. It is the great venture"
(A Testament to Freedom). Hughes's analysis of
the New Testament passages on the kingdom
of God, though sound in both interpretation
and application, could have been rendered

even more persuasive among a broader scope of
evangelicals and fundamentalists (all of whom
should be reading this book) had he relied
upon the scholarship ofN. T. Wright on several
points where he instead resorts to Jesus Seminar
co-founder John Dominic Crossan.
In the remaining chapters, Hughes returns
to an historical investigation of reasons offered
to support Christian Americanism. He traces
the first antecedents of this idea all the way back
to Constantine's Edit of Milan and then charts

The particularistic status associated
with Israel as God's chosen nation in
the Hebrew Bible finds its fulfillment,
according to the New Testament,
not in a national-much less an
ethnically identified-community
but in the Body of Christ.

its seminal development through Justinian and
Theodosius. He describes a second strand in
its emergence that was woven in through the
Reformation and especially Calvin's doctrine
of the sovereignty of God that motivated a not
insignificant number of the early colonists.
Hughes strongly rejects, however, the claim that
the new nation was established as a distinctively
Christian country. Rather, he demonstrates
instead that the vast majority of the founding
leaders were not distinctively Christian and that
the documents they formulated to define the
nation, while upholding the role of religion in
society and protecting it from state interference,
were in purpose and effect fundamentally secular. He then recounts a series of engagements
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries in an ongoing battle for Christian
America through such forays as the Second
Great Awakening and Manifest Destiny, then
on to the Gilded Age's gospel of wealth and the
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Social Gospel's rejection of it. All of which,
Hughes contends contributed in various ways
to the messianic nationalism that characterized
those who advanced Christian Americanism
through the later part of the twentieth century
and into our present day. The book reaches
its climax in Hughes's unflinching critique of
the fundamentalist vision of America within a
Dispensational eschatology as it was embodied within the Evangelical Right from its early
advances in the Reagan administration to the
political might it displayed through the policies, both foreign and domestic,
of George W Bush. In sum, he
issues a prophetic warning, in his
own right, to all those who claim
that God is on "their side" in an
Armageddon-like clash of civilizations. Hughes concludes his critique by drawing a telling analogy:

a renewed prophetic engagement of religiously
motivated Christians in the social and political
issues of our day; but in so doing, to acknowledge that the Kingdom of God will not, indeed
cannot, be brought about by force of arms or
even force of law, but as it was, and is and will
be in Christ's day, only by the force of truth. For
anyone who wishes to live responsibly within the
concrete realities of life today, Hughes's analysis
found within these pages should be read with
careful thought and his challenges heeded with
conscientious action. V

THEATER AND INCARNATION

Max Harris
William B. Eerdmans, 2005
155 pages
$18.00

Obviously, there is a senseand, m fact, a profound
sense-m which America
is a Christian nation. After
all, some 76 percent of the
American people claim to
be Christian in one form or
another.
But the Christian
character of the United States is comparable to the Christian character of the
Roman Empire after Constantine ....
Like that ancient empire, the United
States abounds in Christian trappings.
And yet the United States embraces virtually all the values that have been common to empires for centuries on end. It
pays lip service to peace but thrives on
violence, exalts the rich over the poor,
prefers power to humility, places vengeance above forgiveness, extravagance
above modesty, and luxury above simplicity. In a word, it rejects the values of
Jesus. (185-86)
In this book, Hughes has synthesized and
fortified the calls issued over the past ten years
by the likes of Stephen Carter and Jim Wallis for
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Review by
David S. Cunningham
Hope College

T

HIS IS A THOUGHTFUL AND

CREATIVE

study, addressing not only the theological implications of drama but also the
dramatic implications of theology. Those with
an interest in either field will find themselves
enriched by Harris's well-written and highly
accessible book; those with an interest in both
fields may find themselves unable to put it
down.
The book was first published in 1990, but
it had been difficult to find for many years.
It originally appeared in a somewhat obscure
series (and apparently only in hardcover). I
had tracked it down in the late 1990s because
of my own scholarly project, exploring theater
and drama in relation to the Christian doctrine
of revelation. When Eerdmans was considering reprinting this volume, I was among those
asked to evaluate the advisability of doing so;

- - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

I recommended it enthusiastically. The book is
well-researched and articulate, and it engages
an important conversation in modern theology. Indeed, that conversation-concerning
the relationship between theology and the
theater-has become increasingly significant
during the decades since the book's original
publication, with important new work on the
subject by Sam Wells, Kevin Vanhoozer, Ben
Quash, and others. Hence, this reprinting is
both timely and appropriate.
The book's primary goal is to construct an
analogy between theatrical production and the
Christian doctrine of the Incarnation-that
is, between the way that a dramatic work is
brought to life in performance, and the way
the Logos becomes flesh and dwells among
us. In the author's own words: "I propose that
what may be said of the theater may also be
said, mutatis mutandis, of God's mode of selfrevelation as it was understood by the writers of Scripture" (viii) . The book develops
this analogy through engagement with a wide
range of theologians, dramatists, and drama
theorists.
Harris is particularly attentive to the interplay among text, actor, director, and audience.
This relational dynamic is, of course, essential
to theater, but it is also a significant element
in theology (though many of these factors
have too often been misunderstood, sidelined,
or even ignored) . Harris is aware of the most
important contemporary drama theorists,
including Stanislavski, Brecht, Artaud, Brook,
and Grotowski. He examines the ways in which
different directors, operating on the basis of
different theories, can stage completely different performances of the "same" play.
Harris's theological engagements are also
wide-ranging, though Karl Barth seems to be
his primary conversation partner. He enters
into a theological account of the Incarnation
from a variety of angles, probing various
distinctions that have engaged theologians
for centuries. (A few of the chapter tides
may suffice to exemplify the issues that are
addressed: "Time and Space"; "Imitation and
Creation"; "Celebration and Escape"; "Seen

and Unseen.") Some reviewers will no doubt
critique the complete absence of any reference
to the most important modern theologian on
theology and drama, namely Hans Urs von
Balthasar. But to be fair, most of Balthasar's
Theodramatik had only just been translated
into English when this book first appeared;
moreover, Harris is not claiming to write at a
highly technical level, so it would be churlish
to expect a thorough engagement with all the
relevant literature.

In Harris's discussion of the medieval
mystery plays and the history of their
performance, we find a particularly
persuasive argument for understanding
God's incarnational mode of
self-revelation by analogy to the
performance of a dramatic text.

Particularly gratifying, at least to this reader,
is Harris's willingness to examine a number of
plays as illustrations of the points that he is making. It may seem patently obvious that someone
writing on this theme would need to offer readings of particular plays, but in fact, a good deal
of the recent literature on the general subject
of "theater and theology" operates at a fairly
high level of abstraction, with very little analysis (and in some cases, very little mention) of
actual works of dramatic literature. Moreover,
Harris does not merely discuss plays in their
textual form; he describes and analyzes actual
performances of these plays. This is important,
since his thesis depends upon an account of
the way that a play "comes to life" on the stage.
His accounts of particularly interesting performances of Amadeus, King Lear, Phedre (in Paris
and in Iowa!), and Measure for Measure are all
quite captivating and offer fresh insights on the
doctrine of the Incarnation.
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One of the most engaging aspects of
Harris's book is his intimate knowledge of and
frequent reference to a wide range of medieval
mystery plays. In these texts and in the history
of their performance, we find a particularly
persuasive argument for understanding God's
incarnational mode of self-revelation by analogy to the performance of a dramatic text. The
mystery plays provide Harris with his most
compelling evidence for the claim that drama
is able to engage both the earthy, fleshy aspects
of human existence, and the transcendent
elements of our humanity-both of which,
according to the Christian story, find their origin in the Triune God.
If the book dealt only with the mystery
plays, it would still be a valuable contribution;
nevertheless, because these plays often personify the powers of evil and death in a fairly
reductive way, modern audiences tend to mar-
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ginalize their significance. Fortunately, Harris
also engages contemporary theory and modern
playwrights, in whose work "the devil" does
not explicitly appear and human character is
typically much more morally ambiguous. The
book's combination of medieval and modern
examples provides a more complete argument
in favor of its thesis than would have been the
case if either had been omitted.
In sum, this book makes an interesting and
original argument in order to analyze and think
through an important theological claim. I have
used the book in both undergraduate and seminary classrooms, where it has helped students to
get a better grasp on the Christian doctrines of
the Incarnation and of revelation. However, the
book is also accessible to the educated layperson and will be of particular interest to anyone
interested in the burgeoning study of the relationship between theology and drama. •t
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Orthodoxy and Freedom
Jarislov Pelikan
Valparaiso University Commencement Address, 5 June 1966

T

HE TIME HAS COME FOR SOMEONE TO

speak out in defense of orthodoxy and
freedom. Both of them have been so
derided by their enemies and so debased by
their supporters that neither is recognizable
any longer and the inseparable connection
between them has been lost to the partisans of
each. Trinity Sunday is the most appropriate of
days, commencement at Valparaiso University
the most fitting of occasions, and this magnificent gathering of scholars and Christians the
most splendid of audiences for a reaffirmation
of both orthodoxy and freedom . Speaking as
a churchman who is unconditionally pledged
to the orthodox faith of the church and as a
research scholar who demands for himself and
supports for his colleagues unrestricted freedom of scholarly inquiry, I must declare that
I find these rwo commitments not only not
incompatible, but in fact mutually dependent-provided that both orthodoxy and freedom are defined as the best tradition of the
church and in the academy. On the basis of
a definition of orthodoxy and of freedom in
terms of themselves and of each other, I want
to propose three theses which seem to me to
have a bearing upon the future of the church,
upon the life of the university, and upon the
careers of those young men and women who,
after their graduation, will live under the sign
both of the church and of the university, and,
I hope, under the sign both of orthodoxy and
of freedom.

I. Orthodoxy is truly orthodox only when
it is eager to encourage free and responsible
inquiry, even into orthodoxy itself.

In the great debates of the fourth century
over the doctrine of the Trinity, contrary to the
usual impression, the orthodox or Athanasian
party was the partisan of critical reexamination,
while the heretical or Arian parties sought to
defend the dogmatic status quo. This generalization, which I think I can substantiate historically even though I would also have to qualify
it rather carefully, suggests one of the lesserknown characteristics of authentic orthodoxy:
its acceptance of, indeed its dependence upon,
free and responsible inquiry. Without such
inquiry, neither the Nicene Creed nor the theology of St. Athanasius would have been possible. The opponents of orthodoxy wanted to
avoid inquiry, for it would only ask embarrassing questions. They preferred the vagueness
of old language to the honesty and precision
of new language. Heresy was, then, the use
of old language to deny traditional doctrine,
while orthodoxy was the use of new language
to affirm it.
It is an ironic quirk that an orthodoxy
which would never have been born without free and responsible inquiry has so often
opposed the very process that gave it birth.
Loyalty to the authority of Sacred Scripture
ought to have led to an eagerness for a thoroughgoing investigation of its text to find all
the variant readings and to weed out those that
were not authentic; in fact, many of those who
professed such loyalty resisted the textual criticism of the Bible and still do. Affirmation of
the orthodox doctrine of God as "Maker of all
things visible and invisible" should have produced enthusiastic support for the inquiry into
these visible things of nature and their historiLent2010
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cal development; in fact, this inquiry had to
proceed without such a blessing. When the
research has gone ahead, heedless of the timidity of the church, its results have not shaken
the orthodox faith, but have only clarified or
even confirmed it. The abiding authority of
Scripture and the historic confession of God
as Creator are firmer today than they have ever
been, and in the process orthodoxy has begun
to recognize its need for such free and responsible inquiry.
This university is a living witness to that
definition of orthodoxy. During your years
here as students, you have come to see that
some of the most open and courageous members of the university faculty are also those
whose acceptance of the church's teachings is
the clearest and strongest. Thus you have, I
hope, been disabused of the stereotypes about
the church which both certain churchmen and
certain critics of the church have fostered. Your
doubts and questions, no matter how radical,
have been honored; your confessions of faith
and hope, no matter how tenuous, have been
affirmed. But as a member of a university community, you are not entitled to either the doubt
or the faith unless you are willing to participate
with your colleagues in a continuing inquiry.
The eagerness to encourage such inquiry and
to trust that its results, if pressed far enough
and long enough, will lead to truth, defines
both authentic orthodoxy and the place of the
university within the life of the church.
II. Freedom is truly free only when it critically
examines the orthodox tradition.
The orthodox tradition, then, has no reason to fear free and responsible inquiry. It does
have reason to fear sentimentality, trivialization, and indifference. Given the right to be
heard as a serious answer to the question of
the meaning of reality, orthodoxy has nothing
to lose, except some of the forms of thought
and language which it should have outgrown
anyway. But when it is excluded from the marketplace of ideas either by its cynical enemies
or by its timorous friends, it has a great deal to
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lose; and the so-called freedom which excludes
it loses a great deal more.
In the uproar over "radical theology" during
the past year, very little has been said about the
downright ignorance of the Christian tradition
which so much of it represents. The church has
long had to contend with those who, like the
emperor Julian in the fourth century, received
its nurture, memorized its creeds, studied its
dogmas-and then felt obliged to say No. At
least these radical deniers had earned the credentials to express an opinion about the orthodox tradition, negative and tragically wrong as
that opinion may have been. But today the
Christian tradition is being rejected by those
who lack such credentials. Not having come
to terms seriously with the orthodox tradition,
they simply don't know what it is they ought
to have such difficulty in believing. And one of
the reasons they don't know is that in too many
centers of learning the freedom of research
and study has been defined as the freedom to
ignore the orthodox tradition. Even today it is
easier to take a course on the Hindu Scriptures
than on the Christian Scriptures at many colleges, and Luther is studied for his prose rather
than for his theology. It must be added that
the churches and their colleges have contributed to this ignorance by their fear of free and
untrammeled study. Ignorance of the orthodox
tradition seemed less threatening than critical
examination.
But if the Christian answer to the meaning and promise oflife is in principle excluded
from the academic conversation, what kind of
academic freedom is that? One of the principal justifications for this university, it seems to
me, is the role it has begun to play in making
itself heard as a free and responsible participant in that conversation. Its scholarship must
be so thorough and its dedication to the critical examination also of the orthodox tradition
so unequivocal that it will be heard. To be
and remain such a university, Valparaiso will
need the trust and the support of all those who
believe that our historic faith is a continuing
source of spiritual power and insight, not a reed
shaken by the wind. Those outside the church

who sincerely believe in free and responsible
inquiry want that inquiry to include the data
of the orthodox tradition, or they should. This
implies that secular universities, including state
universities, will move increasingly toward
the establishment of departments of religious
studies, in which the various religious traditions, including orthodox Christianity, will
be studied as academic disciplines. It implies
also that for the sake of freedom, there must
be centers within the church which will give
priority of men and resources to such study.
Their research, no less free and critical than it
is at secular universities, will help to guarantee
the integrity of the inquiry into the orthodox
tradition. Without such freedom, orthodoxy
is a lost cause; but without such orthodoxy,
critically examined, as part of its inquiry, freedom will not be truly free.
III. Orthodoxy is truly free and freedom is
truly orthodox when they express themselves
not merely in doctrine, but in worship and in
service.
A university is usually defined as a community of scholars, but most discussions of
universities say more about their scholarship
than about their community. When a university claims to define itself in Christian terms,
however, its character as a Christian community is an essential part of the definition.
Moreover, both the definition of orthodoxy
and the definition of freedom I have been proposing depend on the presence of such a community, without which orthodoxy is sterile
and freedom is negative.
Orthodoxy is sterile when it is defined only
as a matter of correct belief. The controversy
over the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity, for
whose outcome the church gives thanks on
this festival Sunday, was in its center a battle
over what the church believed when it said its
prayers and celebrated its liturgy. Orthodoxy
was the declaration that the relation between
the Father and the Son in the Holy Trinity was
such that the church had the right to praise and
worship the Son of God as it did. A concern for

correct worship, then, was and is an indispensable element of orthodoxy. Ever since the ninth
century, the churches of Eastern Christendom
have celebrated the Feast of Orthodoxy on
the first Sunday in Lent to commemorate the
reestablishment of the icons and thus of correct worship. I think I would be prepared to
argue that one of the principal factors in the
breakdown of Lutheran Orthodoxy at the end
of the seventeenth century, when Orthodoxy
was repudiated for the sake of freedom, was
the loss of the connection between worship
and doctrine both in the theories of the scholars and, more importantly, in the life of the
churches.
If Christian orthodoxy is to have a new birth
of freedom, it will need to express that freedom
in worship. There must be communities within
the total context of the church where the creative relation between orthodoxy and freedom
can foster experiments with liturgical forms,
symbolic actions, artistic innovations, and communal disciplines. For American Lutheranism,
and through it for a widening circle of concerned Christians in other communions, this
university has become just such a community.
Your undergraduate years here have given you
the opportunity, whether or not you have used
it, to share in this community and to know
an orthodoxy that is truly free because it is a
celebration of the freedom of God. Of course
there have been conflicts, perhaps even contradictions, between that free orthodoxy and both
the orthodoxy and the freedom which you have
known elsewhere. The university would be a
failure if there were not. But the record of loyal
membership and especially of creative participation in the church by alumni of Valparaiso
University proves more decisively than any
statement in the college catalogue that orthodoxy has found true freedom here and that it
is all the more truly orthodox because it has.
Similarly, freedom is negative when it is defined
only as a matter of right rather than also of
responsibility. Whatever freedom may mean
elsewhere, in the church and in this university, where orthodoxy is taken seriously, it must
imply responsibility. Bur again that responsibilLent2010
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ity is distorted when it is defined exclusively in
doctrinal terms; for as free orthodoxy expresses
itself in worship, so orthodox freedom expresses
itself in service. As a community of scholars, the
American university in the 1960s is finally seeking new forms of service to the larger communities that surround it. Surely a university that
stands in the orthodox Christian tradition can
do no less. Here, too, this university has proved
how profoundly its understanding of freedom
has shaped its commitment to service, not only
in the usual agencies of Christian charity, but
on the fringes of our affluent society and on
the frontiers of the church's sincere if belated
efforts at a ministry to the poor. We cannot justify this university nor this chapel, nor for that
matter the parishes and districts and boards of
our church, unless this commitment to service
moves from the frontiers to the center of our
thought and action. The scathing words of
the prophets and the deadly attacks of the seer
of the Book of Revelation were reserved for a

church that claimed orthodoxy and demanded
freedom, but failed to express that orthodoxy
and freedom in sincere worship and authentic
service.
Your university has sought to demonstrate
in its life and teaching the unbreakable bond
between orthodoxy and freedom. If to you it
has sometimes seemed to slight freedom for
the sake of orthodoxy, remember that to many
others it has seemed to slight orthodoxy for
the sake of freedom. It is easy to make mistakes in this delicate balance, easier still to criticize them. But the cause to which Valparaiso
University has dedicated itself, and today will
dedicate you, goes far beyond either administrative mistakes or undergraduate criticisms.
This university stands or falls with the conviction that the light of historic Christian truth
illumines the path of enlightened scholarship,
that the orthodoxy of that light and the freedom of that illumination are inseparable, and
that therefore in His light we do see light. {f-

EXPIRATION
Standing at the kitchen sink,
I see out of my eye's corner
the expiration date on the plastic lid:
the month and day of my father's birth.
A year has passed since he breathed his last.
I held his hand and spoke and sang,
watching the mystery of his mouth and chest
until the rhythm suddenly ceased.
Each respiration is habitual gift,
usually unnoticed until gone ...
then there is only awe,
then there is only awe.

Joel Kurz
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